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ABSTRACT
My intent in creating this research project was simple. Through documentary scholarship,
I attempted to preserve the essence of their experiences, and give a glimpse into the lives of
everyday individuals. The children, descendants, cousins, and siblings of my maternal
grandparents, Howard and Idell Keys had more to reveal to me than I could have ever imagined.
I came to the University of Mississippi’s Southern Studies program to look at the lives of African
Americans in the South and have concluded my research here taking a closer look at a close-knit
extended African-American family in the South; more specifically, my own.
I interviewed citizens, present and past, unveiling their experiences of growing up in
Mississippi. Asking questions pertaining to childhood, race relations, living in the rural South,
land, amongst other topics; I found common themes and developed a web to connect all of the
dots, and create a narrative that navigated between them.
The second and equally essential aspect of my research delves into the realm of
documentary photography. Photographing the region geographically to get a sense of space and
time and change, while primarily focusing on images of family interactions, which demonstrate
the close ties that are still shared. I’ve always had a passion for photography, but I did not know
that making photographs of my family would affect me so powerfully. The family home is in the
African American community of Hoy, which is in the town of Laurel, Mississippi, a small city in
the southern part of the state. These photographs all come from there.
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INTRODUCTION
TRAVELING HOME
Driving down the isolated path, there’s nothing in front of me but this little country road.
As I glance into my rearview mirror, every hint of development has vanished. The only things I
can see are homes with several cars parked in front of them, friendly faces waving as I pass by,
and wild grass sprouting upward. I’m moving down Friendship Road, calmly and smoothly.
Taking my time, allowing time to pass, as if I have no care in the world. I am traveling a familiar
distance to reach my quiet place. I move with ease, navigating through the calm to my
grandparent’s house.
Turning right, heading up the hill, I find myself in a place that is as fantastic as it is
ordinary, and as familiar as it is foreign. All of my life I have come on this journey to this place.
And no matter how much time passes between my visits, or how vividly my memories live in my
mind, the journey to get to this rural community of Hoy, Mississippi, is one that I do with joy
and much anticipation. I want to see the land with my own eyes, so that I can be captivated by it.
I want to smell the air, which is always refreshing and freeing, while I taste it. I want to stand
still and listen to the calm in the air. I cannot wait to be home.
Unfortunately, my grandparents are no longer here, dwelling in their domain, and have
concluded their stay within the home that was build at their hands and by their demands, and
although they have retired from this world completely, their memory lingers on. Their
contributions to my life and the many others who have benefitted from their wisdom, through the
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many conversations, or by the observation of their work ethic, and by seeing how they
transformed throughout their lives have been significant.
Walking up the wooden ramp and into the house for the first time in years, tears begin to
well up inside my eyes. With every step a new memory flashes before me. I can hear my
grandmother’s voice yelling after the many children who are running in and out of the front door
of the house, allowing the screen door to slam against the post. I can see my granddaddy on the
wooden swing, shaded by the huge tree, which no longer exists since Hurricane Katrina uprooted
it, as he sits up periodically spitting what looks like blood. But as I inquired more, I learned later
that it was snuff.
I walk up the ramp, remembering the time when it didn’t exist, and how there were only
two brick steps separating the driveway from the front door. But now, this ramp is securely
fashioned to the house and into the ground, leading directly to the front door. My uncles, to make
my grandparents’ lives easier after they were both wheelchair bound, built the ramp. It was
created to ensure that neither my grandmother, nor my grandfather, in their old age, would be
prisoners in their own home. It was built to ensure that they would be able to always enjoy the
land that they worked so hard to establish.
Opening the door, my emotions get the best of me. The smell hits me first, but it is the
eerie calm in the home that hits me the hardest. I can feel my grandmother’s embrace,
welcoming me home. Her words of wisdom and the affirmation of beauty that she whispers to
me, in her raspy voice as her firm embrace comforts me. I can envision my granddaddy on the
couch in his blue-jean overalls, sitting with his head bowed. He is not asleep as he appears, but
instead in deep contemplation, jerking his head upward only with the sound of the screen door
slamming against the wooden frame of the doorpost. As I peer to the left, I can imagine the

	
  

2	
  

furnace blazing, heating up the home with a vengeance, even during the unbearable summer
heat. To my right, there are wonderful smells emerging from the kitchen, one of my aunties is
probably preparing for the feast that is inevitable.
Though still and inanimate the walls are screaming at me. If only they had a voice, I
wonder what they would say. These walls serve as a reservoir of the ages. They are full of
photographs, which aim to preserve countless memories that span decades. Portraits hung,
memories claimed, if these walls could talk there is so much they could say. The walls of this
house have seen hundreds of people pass through its halls, observed many individual
conversations, and have been there in the good and bad times1. Thinking of all of the memories
they hold makes me even more emotional, wondering only if they could connect me with the
spirit of my grandparents that fills the home.
It is within the walls of this home, of Howard and Idell Keys, where I have come to
stay—to rest—to rest in the memory of two individuals who imparted knowledge and wisdom
and memories into the hearts and minds of all who knew them. I have come to rest in the space
through which they found comfort and peace, and most importantly, I have come to rest and to
be inspired by their lives, hoping to get a glimpse of their greatness, which I boast of.
It is through their memories that I live by, and it is their memory that I aim to preserve.
But it is not merely the memory of two individuals in this small rural community; it is the large
foundation that they and their ancestors laid for their descendants to follow that is most
significant. It is the magnificence of an African American family, enduring tragedy while
embracing freedom, fervently working towards one goal, to be better then they were before.
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Across many states my ancestors traveled. Enduring many losses my ancestors
persevered with courage and faith that tomorrow would be a better day. Imparting the knowledge
of the cold world, and the blessings they credited to God, they pressed on.
They lived to see another day.
They lived to see a better life.
They lived to become better individuals, who were striving to reach a higher peak than
into the limited roles that they were born to fill.
Not satisfied with their surroundings, these individuals, my ancestors, built up a
community. A community led by a strong belief in God to lead them through thick and thin. A
community rooted in the importance of family, and the bonds that such a union brings, while also
developing a community which African Americans could be proud to call their own.
I am just that.
I am proud.
I am proud that I am a product of a family that had the foresight in the midst of much
oppression. I am proud to be a descendant within a family with so much fight. And, I am proud
to be the offspring of such a strong unit. I am elated that I get the opportunity to share a part of
our story, realizing the importance of telling and re-telling it to all.
They may not have realized how far the members of the Keys family traveled through
time. They may not have thought to think of the successes and privileges that I enjoy today as
ordinary. But whatever the cause, it is my hope—my goal to see that the sacrifices and trials of
my ancestors are never forgotten, and the enduring hope they sustained, live on.
Developing a final document for the conclusion of my academic career seemed daunting,
at first. Primarily, because I could not believe that this was actually the end of my scholastic
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studies at the University of Mississippi. It has not been too long since I first arrived on campus,
and to see my academic studies come to an end so quickly, is scary. But most prevalently, I was
not sure what concept I would focus on for this task. I had always thought that I would need a
prominent topic that required numerous texts that I would need to read and analyze, and yet still;
I would need to yield an interesting piece of scholarship. How this would be possible, when I
was not sure what type of work I could focus on that would be of use to me in the future or help
shape my concept of life was stressful to say the least.
Then it dawned on me.
I already had the perfect project at my feet, in plain sight. I did not need to look any
further than myself. Meaning—I did not even need to look outside of my life or lives of my
family members. The maternal side of the family could serve as the perfect subject of a thesis
project.
During the fall semester of my first year at the University of Mississippi, I had taken a
class focusing on documentary photography and the art of conducting oral histories. Here, I
learned how to use photographs in a scholarly way, giving them life by arranging them in a way
that when placed along with other photographs they wove a narrative. While in the class, I also
learned the usefulness and proper skills needed to incorporate interviews with others, through
oral histories, to tell a story. Shortly after beginning the class, the wheels had already begun to
turn in my head. What if I composed a project, focusing on my mother’s side of the family? As
the semester wore on, my thoughts did not change. I continued to focus on the idea of compiling
some type of family history project.
While trying with the idea of this topic, I went through a phase of extreme introspection
and questioning. When else, in an academic setting, would I have the opportunity to demonstrate
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my love for my family? When would I be able to interview members of my family about their
upbringing in Mississippi, while I am actually living in Mississippi? In all likelihood, never
again. However, being a student in the Southern Studies program, I have been given this
opportunity. What gets more southern and down to the nitty-gritty than exploring an African
American community nestled in the rural Deep South of southern Mississippi? Nothing! And
lastly, when would I get the opportunity to honor my grandparents, my parents, my uncles, and
aunties, my cousins—my family? Opportunities like this do not show their faces frequently, and
once they are gone, they have disappeared forever.
Realizing all of these things my decision was simple. I would need not only to explore
the possibility of writing on this subject matter, but actually do it.
Writing this project has been a cathartic act for me. Attempting to place all of my
emotions and thoughts and visions in one place has been one of the most stressful and difficult
tasks of my academic career, but has resulted in being one of the most rewarding. As I have
come to realize, it has not only been a purifying and blessed experience for me, but for all of
those who are included within it. What began as intimate and innocent conversations with the
family, have emerged into a therapeutic remedy for all. I have grown up relishing my heritage
while detesting the lingering attitudes of hatred and foolishness that reside within the hearts and
minds of some individuals. I was always the kid who was sitting in the background, listening to
all the “grown folk” conversations, asking questions, wanting to know why things were the way
they were back then and what needed to be done to change them. Luckily for me, my family
always kept an open line of communication, never sugar-coating the truth, no matter how young
I was.
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It was through all of these conversations that I learned of my family’s history. While
piecing everyone’s version of events together, I gathered that about a century ago, my family, the
Keys (or Keyes depending on what documents you are looking at) were upstanding members of
Smith County Mississippi, functioning as landowners, farmers, ministers, Sunday school
teachers, and various other positions of leadership2. Ever since I can remember, my mother,
aunts, and uncles, and cousins talk about how the Keys’ family was from Smith County,
Mississippi. It was here that we reached levels of success that they were proud of. Within this
discovery, I was encouraged to see than an African American family could thrive, but as my
research continued I would see that not everything I would uncover and what I could remember
about each part of our family story would be so pleasant. I learned the price to be paid by African
American families attempting to reach beyond their means and defying the roles that were
expected from them were great. There would be many obstacles that would interfere with my
family.
During the years of segregation, where blacks were subjugated to a liminal position, the
expectations were clear. Blacks needed to stay in their place, below whites, never seeking to
achieve positions of power of prominence. However, in the midst of it all, my family operated in
a manner that was contrary to popular understanding in the country that would enable them to
withstand every obstacle and move on. They dealt with the unstable racial climate, endured Jim
Crow rulings, and traveled outside of the state, only to return to this place with open arms.
From an early age, I was aware of the deep racial tensions that engulfed the South, yet
guided my family. I am definitely not the first person to take a closer look at my family’s history,
and am hopefully not the last. To truly understand the importance of this piece of scholarship in
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my life, and the impact of me telling our story (the Keys’ family’s story) while attending the
University of Mississippi will divulge the relevant painful truth.
As far as I have been able to research, the Keys family can be traced back to my
ancestors Buck and Jenny Keys back in the Palmetto state, South Carolina, in 1815. What
happened before 1815 is unknown, and what transpired between 1815 and 1900 is uncertain as
well. Due to fires or the shifting of documents, or to the passage of time, those years have been
lost. But, what is known is that the Keys’ migrated from South Carolina to Smith County,
Mississippi3.
While settled in Smith County, from all accounts, everything had been going in favor for
the family, to the dismay of other residents. The prosperous and comfortable lifestyle that they
enjoyed came to an abrupt end, and tragedy struck. During the early 1920s, Bill Keys—my great,
great uncle, and my grandfather’s uncle was taken from his bed in the middle of the night, heard
screaming in the midst of being tortured, lynched, and placed back on the porch for his family to
see what being an “uppity nigger” got you in Mississippi4.
Hearing this story, from at least the tender age of seven or eight, a fire was lit within me.
I wanted to know as much as I could about my family. I wanted to know how this was even
possible. I wanted to know as much as possible about this place that I called home, the South,
and I wanted to know my part in it all. Instead of allowing the attitudes of hatred and foolishness
thwart my quest for knowledge, I instead used them as ammunition to push me, which has
ultimately brought me to where I am today. As I have come to believe, there is always going to
be an oppositional force pushing back onto me, and I have an important choice in the matter. I
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can either allow that oppositional and potentially dangerous force to anger me and thwart me
from my goal, or I could allow it to fuel me, lighting a fire to correct it.
I chose the latter.
Attempting to explain a place that I am so familiar with was seemingly impossible at
first, and I could not understand why. I was very accustomed to Laurel, and yet, I found myself
fumbling over my words, nor knowing how to describe it. When I did attempt to explain my
mother’s hometown to an outsider, I left them dumbfounded. They questioned if a place that I
described truly existed. They could not fathom that I enjoyed going into the middle of nowhere,
where cell phone reception is virtually non-existent, where spending time talking and laughing
with family is more important than keeping up with the latest reality television show, and where
everyone who lived there was in some way or form related to me. Thus, I had to embark on a
journey that not only told of this place, but truly portrayed its significance. Hoy is a small, allblack community located in Laurel, Mississippi, according to the vague description that I
acquired when I did a random Internet search on it. Frustrated, I knew that this Google search
would not contain the essence of Hoy that I was attempting to get to. Hoy is home for me. It is a
place that contains many childhood memories. It is a place where I am comfortably simply being
myself, and a place where I can get to know others on a more intimate level than anywhere else I
can imagine. It is here where I feel the embrace of a whole community.
Originally, I entitled this project, Home: You Never Know Where you’re Going Unless
You Know Where You’ve Come From. I instead eventually opted for the shorter title, Down
Friendship: A Journey Home for many reasons. From its original framework, the close tie I feel
towards the Hoy community is evident, but not as prominently as I had desired. I have always
been taught that it is not your destination, but your journey rather, that teaches you more about
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yourself and who you are, than your destination ever could. As denoted in the title, I call Hoy my
home, although I am not from Mississippi at all, instead I’m from Atlanta, Georgia. And yet,
Hoy is a sacred and necessary part of my existence, which composes who I am. I know that the
experiences that my mother and her siblings had growing up had a tremendous effect on them, so
much so, that they instilled a powerful love for this place within us, within me. The final title,
Down Friendship: A Journey Home, still evokes the calling of home that this destination places
upon my heart, but it gets to the crux of it all. Friendship Road is the central lane taken to peruse
the heart of Hoy. It is the road through which everyone is connected. It is, the necessary piece
combining us into a whole, and placing each individual where they need to be.
Also, through the title, I hoped I could take each and every reader on a journey with me. I
looked at this project, not as a final ending, but as the beginning of a process, or a journey that I
wanted to take as many people along with me as I could.
I hope that by me opening up, and sharing my story, I have awakened your mind, and that
you can walk away knowing that you have peered into my soul.

	
  

10	
  

PART ONE
FAMILY BACKGROUND
Before delving into the pages of this text, to completely understand the fundamental
operational system of my family as a whole, i.e. our belief system, tragic circumstances that we
endured, our ability to persevere and such, one must have a more comprehensive overview of my
family history. Although I know I cannot fit every situation onto these pages, I can touch on the
most important and most distinctive actions that have affected the family. There are so many
different components that have guided my family throughout the years and so many fundamental
interchangeable parts that have decided our fate that I knew I needed to speak on. Such actions
have been crucial to us maintaining open and honest communication with one another and have
played a huge role in shaping who I have become.
In this opening section I take the time to delve into the background of my family,
revealing intimate details and life-changing experiences through intimate conversations and
interviews and while attempting to piece together the various details into a cohesive text. Here,
you will learn much about our shocking racial past, in regards to the lynching of my great Uncle
Bill Keys. Through the revelations of personal experiences and through hardships, this section
will discuss the importance of exploring a topic of this magnitude. By speaking on the
importance of our land and our ownership of it, the close-knit community of Hoy (in Laurel,
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Mississippi)-- the foundation of it, a description of its people, and an explanation of its purpose,
while also touching on institutions such as the church as integral parts having a great influence in
shaping and molding my family.
Most of all, the point of this section is simple. It functions as a facilitator, explaining
the relevance and key roles that my grandparents, Howard and Idell Keys, played in the lives of
my family directly, and their reach to their descendants who did not have the pleasure of meeting
them; and yet still have their influence thrown upon them. By illustrating their personal
struggles, combined with their will to succeed and passion for life, I will demonstrate why it is so
easy for me to call Laurel, Mississippi, and more specifically Hoy, home. Without the knowledge
of my family history and firsthand experiences on the land, and without my family, none of this
would be possible.
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CHAPTER ONE
ENDURING TRAGEDY
I often wonder what it was like to have to constantly watch over your shoulder to ensure
your safety, while making sure you followed strict social ordinances, while being relegated to a
secondary position within society. I wondered how it felt to be engulfed with paranoia of your
surroundings, never knowing if the car passing you was simply driving by to a predetermined
destination or following you, watching your every move. I could never live fully and openly
knowing that I would be subject to another’s violence and sinister actions, merely for being
black.
I don’t know what it’s like to be hated for being black. I don’t know what it’s like to be
despised for being dark. While speaking with my Uncle Jimmie Keys, one scenario stands our in
my mind prominently. As we were speaking about his upbringing in Laurel, Mississippi, I
learned that he had crazy dreams and actual nightmares about his time growing up in the
segregated South. It was actually very difficult, in the beginning, to get him to open up and speak
about his experiences, because he had suppressed them so deeply in his subconscious thoughts.
He told me about a chilling experience that made him very fearful of his existence. He stated
that, “one night, I was coming from Laurel in my car. I was [about] sixteen years old, and a gang
of white guys had pulled up behind me and forced me off of the road. When I got out of my car,
they approached me with chains and tire irons and they forced me to leave my car. When I
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flagged down a policeman, and told [him] about it, instead of him investigating what I said, he
took me to jail! He never did investigate what I told him. At the age of sixteen, that kind of stuff
sticks with you.”5 This is one experience he will never forget. I hope to never know the fear that
he experienced that night. All he was doing was driving alone, peacefully. His only crime was
being a black male in the South.
Although I have had my share of experiences of being discriminated against because of
the color of my skin, I don’t know what it’s like to live in a world where it was socially
acceptable for others to banish me and berate me for my skin tone. Growing up in Atlanta and
later within the greater metropolitan area of the city, my upbringing enabled me to be surrounded
with a variety of individuals of varying ethnicities, religious backgrounds, and mental capacities.
Atlanta, Georgia, has been regarded as the “New” South. When speaking about its location
within the realm of the Deep South, the culture of the city is acknowledged and Atlanta is said to
be set apart.
I grew up in a predominantly African American community located in Southwest
Atlanta. Here, I was able to see and interact with a variety of African Americans where healthy
self-esteem was facilitated, and I was able to gain confidence about my culture. I saw that I
mattered as a person, and no matter what the culture that I am a descendant from should never be
overlooked. Meanwhile, I also interacted within the greater white society, attending private
schools, where I became accustomed to cultures other than my own. I had to become acclimated
with how to behave with a variety of people and racial groups, seeing no difference. I don’t
believe I thought in terms of black and white until I got into middle school. (Although I could
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see there was a physically difference in the people who I went to school with, I never saw this as
a problem. As I grew older, I began to be bombarded with different notions about myself. Within
my home, my mother specifically engrained into the minds of my siblings and me that we had to
push hard and go much farther than she had gone. She entrenched a passion for education within
us, because she herself had had that same fire to do better fixed within herself.6 My mother,
along with most of her brothers and sisters had attended segregated schools within the state of
Mississippi, which left a bad taste in her mouth. She never wanted us to feel inferior to anyone in
society, as she did, or because of a lack of education. Thus, it was evident that as we would
continue to grow and change under her direction that we would become better than who she had
become.
Later, when I moved to Cobb County, Georgia, which is West of the city of Atlanta, I
once again was inundated with people who looked like myself. Our neighborhood was more
diverse than where we had previously lived, but I was still in a predominantly African American
community. It was not until I entered into my early adolescence that I realized I was different.
In the sixth grade I began attending a particular private school where whites were the
overwhelming majority, and I was in the definite minority. It was here where I truly realized
what it felt like to be judged simply because of the color of my skin. While here, there was a
noticeable divide between the white and black students. (There were hardly any other races in
attendance at the school, but those non-black students most often fell in line with the whites at
the school.) I didn’t really understand our divide either. But, as I would come to realize as the
years passed, the only think that truly separated us came down to our varying skin hues.
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White attending the school there were a few incidents that have stuck with me until this
day that solidified the racial discrepancies that are still visible. The school is situated in a
populated area, but it was a very serene and isolated once on campus. There are many affluent
neighborhoods surrounding its gates, another school flanks it to the East, and railroad tracks that
run parallel to campus. It was by the railroad tracks and the lot that sits beside the school where
the first incident occurred. The former owner of the lot, who was in the industrial industry,
decided to show his Confederate zeal and Southern pride by displaying a huge confederate flag
at the top of his building. Our president at the time, decided that the flag ran contrarily to the
message that the Christ-centered private prep academy preached. After having a conversation
with the man, the unthinkable happened. The next day the man added four or five more
Confederate flags to his display. He did not care that there were some students of color, like
myself, who would be offended by the message that the flag represented. He was sternly set in
his ways of displaying his southern pride.
A couple of years later, in 2006, this same man would put on a display that led to his
demise. I cannot remember what sparked this debacle; it may have been the Confederate flag
referendum debate that Georgia was going through, but his ultimate actions were deplorable.
With a large Confederate flag draping its back like a cape, a County Fair-sized gorilla (stuffed
animal) was hoisted up a crane and lynched. This debacle sparked a countywide outcry that
garnered much negative media attention for him. This display seemed to be too closely tied with
the violent racial past of the South, demarcating this establishment as one that did not preach
progress, but was instead obsessed with regression. This display brought images of the many
lynchings that occurred in the Deep South, images that the region is always trying to erase.
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Ultimately, this man lost sponsors and business, because nobody wanted to be associated with an
ignorant and insensible individual.
In my personal experiences, I can remember hanging out with some friends after school
by our lockers, just talking. As one of my friends was having a conversation, I caught a glimpse
of a Confederate flag hung in the center of a boy’s locker. Upon seeing this, I confronted him,
asking him blankly why he would have such a symbol of hate and oppression displayed so surely
in front of other people’s faces. He disagreed stating that I was simply a way of showing his
pride in his culture and southern heritage. However, when I questioned him on what pride he was
showing, when that same flag pushed for the separation and alienation of races, having whites on
top of blacks, he had no real reply. It was there that I felt a little piece of myself die. I could not
understand how people who were my “friends” could negate responsibility for their actions or
truly be forward with what they believed. I’m not saying that in order for me to be friends with
someone, I must agree with them on everything, however I am saying in order for me to be
friends with someone, I must know they show themselves true.
While these are two isolated incidents, the feelings that remained afterwards with me was
clear. I was in some way inferior to others because of my skin tone.
While attending the school, I also dealt with being spoken to in a different manner than
others, because that was the way that people thought I could understand. As if speaking Ebonics
or with over-the-top animation would make me feel more comfortable. Instead it did nothing but
anger me. I was just as educated as the kids who I attended classes with, but was darker than
them! Although I was an athlete, it was my mental capacity that got me far in life. Nothing else.
The sideways glances, whispers when I came into a room, the fake smiles, the imaginary text
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messages or phone calls people received when I walked by, or the scowls I was given were all
taken down in the mental notepad of my brain.
Although I have had my share of experiences where I have been looked upon negatively
because of the color of my skin, growing up within the latter part of the twentieth century,
society forbade openly discriminatory actions towards me, which enabled me to pursue my own
passions and to become my own person. I refused to let the ignorance of a few discourage me
from pushing harder to be better while pushing for an understanding between our cultures.
However, in the early twentieth century, America was a completely different place, especially in
the Deep South where race controlled the economy, social structure, and political atmosphere.
Being placed in a liminal role was simply a part of life that one could not control.
And this is exactly the era in which my ancestors grew up. That being the case, this is not
a problem that is so far removed in the past that is has no direct connection to me. My
grandparents—even my parents experienced these hardships and painful delineations in life. It is
hard to believe that segregation only ended fifty years ago! And it is for these reasons, primarily,
that this project emerged. Hearing the stories of lynchings, racial discrimination, and pain
encouraged me to want to seek out more information about what it was like growing up black.
The rich history that my maternal ancestors had to offer was very captivating from an early age.
Unlike others who may be discouraged to hear the gory and the horrifying details of their
family’s storied past, I was intrigued. And why wouldn’t I be? I enjoyed researching the
abnormal. In this case, my intrigue would unearth horrific events while exploring the actions of
my family members. I could understand why they moved in a certain way and performed certain
actions.
While doing some research and speaking to several family members, I was able to trace the
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family history back to 1815. It is here where I discovered Buck and Jenny Keys in the Palmetto
state, South Carolina. To my understanding, Buck and Jenny were both born in South Carolina,
and so were their parents. 7 I was not able to find out much more past this point. Somehow,
ninety-five years later at the turn of the century, my ancestors had made their way from South
Carolina, across Georgia and Alabama, and settled within Smith County, Mississippi. There are
many questions that remain in regards to this move. Of course, one of the most obvious things
that ran through my mind were in regards to slavery. I wondered if my ancestors had been sold
further south, or if they were even slaves to begin with. But all-in-all it still remains a mystery.
As my cousin Rexal Heidelberg discovered during his investigation through the National
Archives in Washington, D.C., the records had vanished. The census of 1890 was destroyed
either through mismanagement of records, a fire, or through the passage of times, and thus only a
small amount of information was salvageable about this time period.
Around the turn of the century, the Keys family settled in Smith County, Mississippi,
from South Carolina. While here they prospered. My ancestors became ministers,
schoolteachers, and nurses among many other things. But, these prosperous ways would soon be
brought to an end. As passed down in the stories from my Uncle Nelson Keys to various family
members, the impracticality of a black family flourishing would be ended. My great uncle, Bill
Keyes, met a horrid end.
Bill was the brother of Travis Keys, who was my great grandfather, and he was the uncle
of my grandfather Howard Keys. He was a young hardworking man, who met his end by doing
much more than he was meant to do, as a black man in Mississippi. The exact reasoning for his
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death is speculative, however what is clear is how he met his end. He was lynched. Some say
that he was disrespectful to a white woman by not tipping his hat in her direction, and that is why
he was punished, but others believe that to simply be a cover story to disguise the true futility of
his murder. My understanding of events is that Bill himself, or the family as a whole was buying
too much land within Smith County, Mississippi. Many whites in the South thought this
objectionable; and this was especially the case is the backwoods of rural Mississippi. There was
no way that the societal boundaries would continue to allow for an African American family to
reach a level of prosperity that equaled their white counterparts. When Bill ignored the warnings
of the white political majority, he not only had to be reminded who was in charge, but he must be
used as a symbol for the other blacks within the community to see the consequences of their
actions. 8
They came out that night—a bunch of white men on a wagon approached the door,
asking the family to send Bill outside to meet them. I’m sure he knew by seeing all of the white
faces what his ultimate end would be.
I wonder what thoughts were racing through his mind. I can’t imagine what it would be
like to leave your home—your family, knowing that you would probably never be seen alive by
them again. How horrific would that be? Having to leave your children, your wife, your parents,
brothers and sisters, and other extended family members, not including friends and associates
that have been made throughout the years simply because you were trying to make a better life
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for yourself—but that is just what happened.
Reluctantly, Bill emerged from the house and went outside, and was loaded onto that
wagon that the white men arrived on, never to be seen again. They took him down to a little
creek, or a branch, as it was commonly called. Past the house and into the woods, the wagon
slowly disappeared into the night. Silently, the family listened, anticipating the next move. As
they sat around, they heard Bill scream and holler for his life all night. They knew that when Bill
walked out of the home he was meeting his fated position, hanging off of a tree. His blood
curdling screams—pleading for mercy—calling for his family, and yet nothing came of it. But
the end of the night, he had been lynched. I’m not sure if the family actually had to go down and
retrieve his body, or if the men brought his body back, and set it on the porch of the family’s
house to be seen by all and to be a warning for any uppity Negro attempting to ascertain a
position not ascribed to them. But, either way, the message was clear; it was time for them to
leave. And they did just that. They left their land, their homes, and any other sense of
permanence in Smith County. They fled, afraid that the group of men would return and take
another precious person’s life. They fled; collecting everything they owned placing it into a
wagon. Their destination was miles away, to Laurel.9 Although there were some family living in
Laurel at the time, it is not absolutely certain how they Keys made the journey safely.
According to my cousin Rexal Heidelberg, he can remember his Uncle Nelson Keys
speak about the story, saying that he was twelve years old when all of this had occurred. He
could remember walking behind his father’s wagon from Smith County to Jones County after
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Bill Keyes was lynched.10
To Jones County they went, in Laurel they loved, and within the community of Hoy they
settled. Thankfully for the Keys family the journey had a sweet rainbow at the end. Finding favor
with Bruce Marrow, a white man who gifted the family with over a hundred acres, the family
began to live a new existence.11
Although they created a new existence for themselves within the Hoy community, the
lingering memory of it all stuck with them. For example, the life of my grandfather, Howard
Keys, was affected traumatically. From what I have gathered, my grandfather grew up with a
bitter taste in his mouth from the whole experience. I think he was close to Bill Keys, who was
his uncle. And the view, from a young black man’s perspective of growing up in Mississippi,
with a young, bright, and talented influence upon his life being violently ripped away from
everyone, simply for trying to make life better for himself and his family didn’t make any sense.
It made him think twice about the value of his life in the eyes of white men. The reality that men
would seriously injure you or kill you because you were black and wanted to better yourself was
a harsh pill to swallow.12 The ugliness of this night would stretch over the decades. The hatred
and hurt that he embedded deep within his heart while he grieved over his uncle almost left him
unhinged.
As I would learn from the conversations of my elders and through observation, my
grandfather harbored his pain deeply. He also developed a distrust of whites. As he grew up, he
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did not feel the need to work for whites to earn a living, which often caused tension within his
relationship with my grandmother, Idell Keys, because in a household of twelve, an additional
income could have been useful. But also, it impacted the way his household sustained itself.
Although he was a very talented man, working his own sawmills, sugarcane mills, gardens, and
other such things, he passed on many opportunities to make additional income and to work with
others. It was not until he was in his 70s that he utilized his building talents to erect houses
within the community, which provided extra income, but he also used this time to travel.
However, it was too late. He had already passed on the prime of his life where he could have
enjoyed more events within his life, if he would have been able to get past the lynching of his
uncle Bill Keyes.
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CHAPTER TWO
HOME SPELLED H-O-Y
It has often been said that home is where the heart is. A home can be the actual
physical residence where one grew up, or a place where one is connected through a strong
emotional attachment, which links one to a greater social unit—family. A home is supposed to
be a place where an individual feels most comfortable. A place where one can figuratively let his
or her hair down and relax, knowing that no matter what they will be accepted by the people
within the home, simply because of the connection they share.
With this in mind I began to think of how I could describe such a place. How would I
explain the specifications about a place that I am very familiar with, such as my own hometown,
or somewhere that I have spent an impossible number of hours in, without scientifically or
methodically laying out numerous disclaimers? And, while not sounding rehearsed? It is very
difficult to try to breathe emotions into words, or try to paint a beautiful picture of an area that
you adore to another person, without having to worry about their thoughts and misconceptions
tainting the frame; or at least it has been very difficult for me to do so. And this was my most
principal dilemma. How was I supposed to present an area of Mississippi that I call my home to
another person?
To the unsuspecting individual, Hoy is a little town in the middle-of-nowhere
Mississippi, in the deepest and darkest corner of the Deep South. How on earth could I possibly
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feel at home there? A place where the summers are as hot as they are miserable, where people
seem to think in terms of black and white, and where backwoods and backwards thinking are
synonymous terms. But this was not it. This small county that does not even make up sixteen
square miles, is so much more. It is the place where I am a descended from. It is a place that I
have fallen in love with. It is the place I call my home.
Laurel is still very small compared to some of the other cities that were similar in
composition, such as Hattiesburg, Mississippi. Today, these places have outgrown Laurel in
some way or another. Laurel is still kind of stuck in time. The population density has increased,
while the city has not lost its feel as a small town in Mississippi. It has fought hard to keep its
quiet Southern demeanor. Although it may have chain stores, warehouse facilities for industrial
equipment and numerous fast food restaurants, if you just drive a couple miles in any direction,
those modern embellishments fade quickly, and Laurel, Mississippi, reverts back to its small
isolate existence.
Hoy, is a small, all-black community in Laurel, made up of friends and relatives now. (In
its founding structure, there were only about two families who were not related to the Keys
family (my family). But this community is much more than just a place where African
Americans would live and thrive in harmony all together, united. It was a place where they could
own a piece of their own dream,13 having a lot of land allotted to them that was passed down
from generation to generation. It is a place where my mother and her siblings grew up,
surrounded by numerous cousins who were about the same age as they were. They were the sons
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and daughters of Travis Keys, from whom my grandfather Howard Keys who maintained a
close-knit community along with their siblings.
Within this rural landscape, the citizens were sheltered from the racial harassment that
was happening in other sections of Jones County.14 Hoy was separate. Within Hoy, the allAfrican American dominant community, the citizens functioned as a support group and safety
net for one another. Thus my aunties and uncles and cousins who lived and grew up in Hoy
didn’t grow up with the emotional baggage of being psychologically bullied or physically injured
by whites within their own community.
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  this	
  community	
  black	
  

pride	
  was	
  facilitated	
  by	
  an	
  infrastructure	
  that	
  built	
  up	
  the	
  citizens	
  of	
  the	
  community.	
  It	
  was	
  far	
  removed	
  from	
  
Laurel,	
  although	
  it	
  is	
  within	
  the	
  county	
  bounds	
  of	
  Jones.	
  Talk	
  about	
  how	
  people	
  talk	
  about	
  this	
  in	
  their	
  
interviews.	
  	
  

	
  

26	
  

CHAPTER THREE
GROWING UP BLACK IN MISSISSIPPI
Be careful! Don’t talk to strangers. Lock your doors. You ain’t scared? And if you don’t
listen to anything else, don’t get caught alone after dark! No, these directives were not my
mother’s sentiments for me going out of town, nor were they my father’s words of advice in how
I should live my life as I went off to college, instead they are the phrases of fear, laced with the
painful reality of my security being at stake. These are the words I heard when I decided to
accept my invitation and attend the University of Mississippi, or Ole Miss, which it is most
notably known.
But why? Why are black people still wary about the backwoods of Mississippi, and why
do they see the Ole Miss as the representative of it all? In the year where we, at the university,
celebrate fifty years of integration on campus, the underlying fear of inequality and harm still
hides in the shadows of the university and this state. Although segregation is no longer officially
practiced, it is unofficially observed. Off of the top, one can look at the name, Ole Miss which
the university is affectionately known as. Slaves used the term to refer to the mistress of the
plantation. (So does that mean that the university is in someway related to the plantation mistress
of the South?) Next, look at the demographics of any county within the state. Look at the
separation of cultures and people groups— still. As I observe what I have to go through daily
while living within Mississippi for these two short years I have a tremendous amount of empathy
towards my parents and aunts and uncles who had to grow up in the ages where outward
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backlashes towards the African American community was welcomed and a common occurrence.
I have witnessed a “riot” break out on campus, simply because an African American
United States President was elected back into office. I have read the countless articles in the
Daily Mississippian, the school paper riddled with racial connotation. Some articles ranged from
an open letters to the student body from a white male apologizing to the first black Associated
Student Body President, and the student body as a whole for making racist remarks about her. I
have seen the first black homecoming queen be the butt of jokes deeming her the “precious” of
Ole Miss, and how she was unfit to rise to the position in any way. Most recently, the study body
was enraged because the beloved title of Colonel Reb has been officially retired and replaces
with Mr. Ole Miss, because of an anonymous complainant. Students have been up in arms saying
if you don’t like the legacy of Ole Miss, then you shouldn’t have come here. They are screaming
that they don’t want to change. They are shouting that they are happy with how things work in
their traditional southern perspectives. On campus I have been stared out rudely, ignored
blatantly, talked down to solely based on my appearance, and had my educational capabilities
and ranking undermined, because of my skin color.
I have to be careful in the manner that I enter establishments, because I have been told
that I am an intimidating figure. Why? This is because I am above the average height of a female
and because I am of African descent. While shopping on the Square, in downtown Oxford, I
quickly notices that I was an oddball. I have been ignored by the salespersons while white
customers are greeted happily. I have been followed around stores, openly, with eyes piercing
my back to see if I would steal something. Although these experiences anger me, they make me
sad.
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After leaving all things familiar in Smith County, Mississippi, and coming and settling in
Jones County, I am happy to know that my family was able to find favor with a nice and
sympathetic man, Bruce Marrow. I am glad to know that my family was able to settle upon new
land, and have something to claim as their own. Probably still reeling from the despair of losing
claim to the land that was improperly taken from them in Smith County, receiving this great gift
of land unconsciously enforced an appreciation of the ownership of property that has been
fostered from generation to generation.
But not every experience was so positive while growing up. My mother and her sisters
and brothers had to deal with segregation and racism when they left the safety of their home, but
thankfully they were taught how to deal with these situations by my grandparents. Although my
grandparents were not the most affectionate individuals, “you knew [they] loved you, but it
wasn’t that mushy kind, you know, demonstrating the love by saying I love you or giving you
hugs and kisses. They had a problem demonstrating their love. Black people didn’t do that. Most
blacks, especially in the 40s and 50s just did not do it, even if that’s how they felt. They hadn’t
grown up being mush or saying stuff like that. I’m sure they did it when we were babies, but as
children get older, you don’t tend to continue to do it.”15 But just as my grandparents, and parents
and aunts and uncles had to face difficult situations, and face oppositional forces that could have
torn them down, they survived. They experienced negative actions, slurs being thrown at them,
and yet they bonded together and persevered through the trials so that they could stand upright
today and teach us how to survive it all.
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PART TWO
THE FAMILY TODAY
The second part of this thesis project looks at the present state of my family by using
photography as the medium to demonstrate our familial bond and function. These photographs,
which have been taken over the course of a few years at numerous family functions and
gatherings, demonstrate the actual interactions between family members. These photographs will
also provide a visual representation of the most central people, places, and items that function as
a reservoir of the memories I have within the home of my maternal grandparents, Howard and
Idell Keys. Through these physical representations and accompanying texts that follow, this
section enables the viewer to come into our home and occupy our space along with us. This
section touches on an important reality of the family situation that confounds our existence and
viability presently. It tells what keeps us together, strongly connected while demonstrating what
will keep us in this serene place.
I came to the University of Mississippi’s Southern Studies program hoping to look at the
lives of a close-knit African-American family in the South. This is a situation I know well,
because it describes my own large family—the children, descendants, cousins, and siblings of
Howard and Idell Keys, my maternal grandparents. I’ve always had a passion for photography,
but did not know that making photographs of my family would affect me so powerfully. The
family home is in the small, African-American community of Hoy, which is a part of Laurel,
Mississippi, a small city in the southern part of the state. All of these photographs come from
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here.
There are 47 pictures in this exhibition and they demonstrate my photographer’s eye
becoming aware of the prominence and uniqueness of my family. The title of the exhibition,
Down Friendship: A Journey Home, reflects my journey home, down Friendship Road, which is
the central lane dissecting the heart of the Hoy community. The people depicted in each
photograph are all members of my family. Each one of them has helped in giving me an
understanding what is at the core of who we are. In all the photographs, I try to show the kinship,
fellowship, and love that is shared between us all.
I have organized the photographs into several thematic trends that tend to represent my
family as a whole. They fuse the present and the past, the local and the distant, but keep the
essence of my family’s values rooted in Hoy. Although I could not include every picture that I
took, I included the ones that I felt would be the most impactful. There are some photographs
that were very important for me to include in this project. Next, I will lend a description of some
of the most meaningful photographs to me and describe why.
A staple of my grandparent’s home is the basketball court that is set in the backyard. It is
where everyone, of all ages gathers around the picnic table and watches other members of the
family play basketball, while they are engulfed in laughter, and where we connect. Within this
landscape, the yard beyond the court is littered with two old tin sheds that my grandfather built,
and a graveyard of old automobiles is present. Fusing the present and the past is a constant theme
at any Keys family gathering. Burying tragedy, yet remembering its sting is yet another
commonality. Here, while a basketball game is being played in the foreground, an old tractor
sits, corroding in the background. The tractor is significant, because it caused the death of the
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tenth and youngest child of Howard and Idell Keys, James, when he was just a boy. (James Keys
was killed when the tractor that is pictured here fell on top of him.) Now, many of the boys and
girls, the youngest members of the family, fellowship and play in its shadows.

(Index 1.10)16
Another significant photography that I displayed within my exhibition was of a bust of
President John F. Kennedy.
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The bust of John F. Kennedy in the foreground, a prayer hanging on the wall, the dining room
table offset to the far left. This picture describes the crux of the Keys family so delicately.
Always keep God guiding you. Keep your family surrounding you. And, stand up for your values
in the midst of difficulty and persecution. And no matter how much time passes by, these values
shall remain and guide the family (Index 1.20)17.
One of my absolute favorite photographs within the whole exhibition is of my Auntie
Jerlean Keys Williams. It is a picture of her preparing her signature dish, stuffing, for our big
Thanksgiving Day feast. While cutting up some vegetables for her dish, she stands in the shadow
of a portrait of her parents, Howard and Idell Keys (my grandparents). Although they are no
longer alive, they still watch over the house and the family, their values remaining as the guiding
principles of our lives.
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This happens to be one of my favorite pictures for many reasons. First, I believe the warmth and
comfort of the home are illuminated through the reddish tint of the photograph. Secondly, you
are able to see the layers of the home, the clutter, and get a feeling that somebody lives here.
Lastly, and maybe most important to me, you see a portrait of my grandparents. They are
serenely tucked into the background as silent observers of what is happening within the home
(Index 1.45)18.
Throughout the years many things have changed. Although the centerpiece of the family
remains in Hoy, the family has spread out across the nation. Yet, in the end, this is the place we
call home. Hoy has a grasp that is so tight and strong it pulls each and every one of us back to it.
It is this call of home that makes all of the individuals within my family united. And it is this call
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that brings us back together. This pull is both internal and external. In the words of my Uncle
Jerry Keys, “we are all well-connected to others. It is here [in Hoy] that we feel secure. And it is
here that we feel the love. Many people fought and sacrificed so that we could have different
opportunities, thus we should honor them by coming back and enjoying what they could not.19

It is within the shadows of generations that we live and thrive upon one another. We
continually build ourselves up, knowing all of the hardships and situations that our ancestors
endured. We have been given the opportunity to live better lives and enjoy a plethora of wealth
that they were not afforded an opportunity to have. These portraits shown in the aforementioned
picture are a reminder of just that. Portraits hung, memories claimed, if these walls could talk
there is so much they could say. Constructed by my granddaddy, Howard Keys Sr., this house
has seen hundreds of people pass through its halls. The walls, in particular, serve as a reservoir of
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memories of it all (Index 1.18)20.
In the end when all is said and done, I think there are two things that remain. First, there
is no other being greater than the God that my family serves. Faith has always been an integral
part of my family’s being. Without the faith in a God who can do no evil and who presented us
with an opportunity for survival and prominence, my family would not exist today. Pictured
below, individuals within the family can be seen praising the Lord, on His holy day, believing
that by lifting up His name, they are doing Him justice. While in the house of the Lord, the
congregation of Friendship Missionary Baptist Church demonstrates their adoration.21

Secondly, no matter what goes right or wrong. No matter who is successful and who fails. The
ability of our family to come together and to unite as one is the most important. Because in the
end, the family is the one united body that remains when all your friends are gone and your
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associates have gone away.

This picture describes this so delicately. Everyone sits, never alone, always in comfortable
conversation (Index 1.19)22
So, in addition to including my photographs, within this section, I delve into trying to
find out why everyone feels the need to return home to Hoy. It is not a random act that has
occurred, but a systematic and definitive happening.
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CHAPTER FOUR
WHAT’S HERE FOR YOU?
Okay, I can’t lie, Laurel, Mississippi, is not an exciting place when it first meets the eye.
It is a small place, in a small town, situated in Mississippi of all places. It does not have a huge
mall that carries all the latest fashions; the movie theatre is a small building housing just a few
screens and the nightlife is not as fast-paced as most would enjoy. Yet Laurel is an alluring
destination that I look forward to coming back to each and every year, as often as I can, and a
place where the bonding and reuniting of my family is expected.
My family is atypical. We do not fit the mold of what some people expect an African
American family, with such a storied past like ourselves to look like.23 The negativity that the
family has endured has not caused us to forget the sacrifices that were made by our ancestors,
nor have any of the past actions caused everyone to stay away. Instead of having adverse
reactions to the state, we welcome Mississippi as our home. We talk about it as a place from
which opportunities were presented and lessons were learned. We see the negatives, but choose
to point out the positives within every situation that we have been confronted with. We regard
our time in the state with joy and gratitude, because if it were not for the lessons learned and the
experiences had, we would not be the individuals today that make up such a strong family. And
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honestly, there is no telling if we would even actually still be a family like the one that we are
today.
I always knew I had a close-knit family, but it was not until I would attempt to explain
my family situation to friends or acquaintances that I discovered that not all families, especially
Southern blacks, were like my own. I first learned that my family situation was atypical when I
would try to discuss my family vacations with others or how I would always visit Mississippi
and how I looked forward to those visits. After I would get a sentence out on how many
wonderful memories I had of the state, I would notice the strange expression on a person’s face.
Then when I went into how much my family, on my mother’s side, has traveled together across
the country ranging from the cross country road trips to California, visiting Niagara Falls, driving
to Ontario to visit the zoo and to relax at a lake house, and of course traveling to Tennessee to
unwind at Camp Cedine, and so much more. Their faces would continue to wrinkle when I
described how far we have gone, and the rhythmic return to Mississippi that never fell flat, I
thought I would have to pick up people’s jaws off the floor after I finished some of my stories. I
never thought of any of these things as strange or different.
Honestly, when I was growing up, I thought all families traveled together and spent time
going on road trips throughout the country, or, always returned to the central place of community
where one or both of the parent’s were from, where the kids spent time bonding with their
cousins, trying to figure out who was faster than whom in a foot race, making exclusive gangs of
friends within the familial system, and staying at the family home, surrounded by grandparents,
aunts, uncles, cousins, etcetera.
But I was wrong. Many people do not get to experience all of those things. Some people
couldn’t even tell you who their grandparents were, past their names, if they are known, but as
	
  

39	
  

far as their experiences growing up, or the experiences of one or both of their parents, especially
the ugly ones. Thus, I embarked on a journey to find out why we were so different. What
experiences could have been so traumatic or so phenomenal someone decided that each of the
descendants must experience and actively participate in learning the lives of our own.
A central focus of this project reverberates around this; this theme of returning to the
familiar, the theme of telling and retelling history, which ultimately boiled down to the theme of
solidifying a specific identity. The quest towards finding oneself is a journey that all people
undergo at some time or another in life. Attempting to identify with certain ethnic, social, or
racial groups makes an individual gain a sense of belonging, which seemingly adds to a greater
purpose in life.
Identity is a funny thing. It usually requires the individual or group of people who are
associated and trying to formulate an opinion of who they want to be identified as to undergo a
journey. This expedition can be a difficult task; individuals emerge in a variety of forms, either
they are damaged, changed, or destroyed. The implications and consequences of the quest in
claiming one’s place in the world are arduous, yet universal tasks that everyone undergoes, no
matter age, status, or living situation. The identity itself can either be shaped by outward
circumstances, or it can be honed and garnished inwardly. The latter principle is the one in which
the Keys family, especially the descendants of Howard and Idell have adhered to. Finding it
necessary to always come together a couple times a year, simply to be in the company of family
and in the presence of love, this branch of family has found it detrimental to the familial structure
if a connectedness is not enforced. It is while we are apart that we can find fault with one another
and dissension can get in between the relationships and cause harm. Instead, a sense of
community is fostered and promoted within.
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I always wondered why it was so necessary for us to be together. I was rather naïve when
I was younger, and did not realize the benefit of being combined close together with my cousins,
aunts, uncles, and grandparents. But as I look back now I am appreciative of the foresight that
my mother, and her siblings had, in keeping us together. As I garnered answers from them about
why they thought it was necessary to enforce family onto all of us, I got myriad responses. My
mother, Vina Wright, thought that a family should never be split apart from one another. While
observing other cultures interactions and treatment of the family structure, she noted that, in her
mind, there was just not a congruency within the African American culture to stay together and
support one another, and that’s one thing that they wanted to emphasize as a family. Not to
mention, it was just the way that she was reared. My grandmother and grandfather emphasized
the idea of assisting one another, while demonstrating this principle within their own lives.
Although my grandparents may not have been the greatest communicators, and had issues to
work out between themselves, one thing they knew how to demonstrate to their children was
hard work.24
Thinking about all the pain and hardships my aunts and uncles, and mother experienced
while growing up, such as growing up in a segregated era, not having access to the educational
means that were desired, and living in poverty; and yet they still thought it necessary to return to
the very place of their heartache and pain was unrealistic in the beginning. I thought why in the
world would they want to return willingly to a place that had been the focus of so much
negativity within their lives. Then it dawned on me, I too have the same struggle.
Although they endured so many obstacles growing up, they still thought it necessary to
return to the very place of their heartache and pain was unrealistic in the beginning. I thought,
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why in the world would they want to return willingly to a place that had been the focus of so
much negativity within our lives.
I often find myself being torn between my adoration for the South and my hatred for its
wretched and violent past. It’s the place where I was reared. The place where I shared so many
new experiences, but yet also the place that has caused me so much pain, with its negative racial
past. But, this reason too is an important factor in returning to Mississippi. I have a real love for
the South, and its progressive social stance should account for something. While interviewing
my aunts, uncles, and other family members, the progressivism of the South was a big reason in
their return.
Nowadays, you don’t have to worry about your safety being a chief concern, or of angry
mobs, with daggers in their hearts and eyes wanting you out. Although not all racist sentiments
have been eradicated, a lot of progress has been made. The South is such a very peaceful place to
live, and a place where you feel like someone will always be there to hold you up when you are
stumbling or if you fall. While driving down the road, and a car passes, no matter if it’s a white
person or a black person, the individual is quick to lift their hand or nod their head,
acknowledging your presence. The South is a place that condones the interactions of strangers,
and the intersection of causes.25 It is a place where everyone is acknowledged, and is beginning
to open the doors more openly to all types of individuals. Thus, it mirrors how our own family
should be. No matter if we agree on every issue, or take contrasting views, in the end, we should
still unite as one.
My Aunt, Estella Holmes saw our constant return to Laurel, Mississippi, as a way to
facilitate a warm environment where everyone felt safe and could be comfortable. One of the
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main reasons I return to Hoy is because I feel like it is an integral part of my existence. I never
feel like a stranger, no matter how much time passes in between my visits. I feel like everyone
has a welcoming spirit, and at the end of the day I feel accepted. In the words of my Aunt
Estella, acceptance is an elusive quality. It is that sense of feeling that those around you value
and love you for who you are. You get an unconditional love and sense from them that no matter
what happens, you belong to them and you are a part of who they are. It is when people go
through life, and are not able to have this same sense of belonging and worth when they do not
feel a strong connection to a place or a group of people, these people wander around aimlessly in
the world, lost.
This is the problem with my generation.
All too often, my peers have never experienced the feeling of being unconditionally loved
and yearned after. They have family members to speak of, but they don’t share that bond that
tight knit families such as my own share. This enables them to walk around lonely and lost in the
world, having to account to no one but themselves. And this, is one of the main reasons it is
emphasized that all descendants, no matter if they were or were not able to meet my
grandparents, or know every single family member, return to this place.
When our parents, aunts, uncles, or other relatives push us to come back, it is for multiple
reasons. On the one hand, it a way of paying our respects to my late grandparents Howard and
Idell Keys, and a way of acknowledging the important place they held within our lives while
they were around. (By bringing other descendants who did get the pleasure of meeting them, we
are acknowledging that they were important enough in our lives to bring the later generations
around to get to know them from our memories.) On the other hand, it is a way of
acknowledging to us, the children, that we are important to them. They want us to be consumed
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with the same love, if only in a short period of time, that they experienced all the while growing
up.
My Uncle Jimmie Keys views his return to Mississippi like a return from an expedition.
For him, returning to Laurel, Mississippi, is like returning to the motherland. (Africa)26 This is
probably “ as close to South Africa as some people are going to get. There is so much wisdom
and wealth of experience here in Mississippi, that if we can grasp simply some knowledge from
the experiences of others, and learn that in this very community of Hoy, a community of people
who were willing and able to build themselves up, that says a lot. They fought hard for their
rights, they gained access to education and even had their own school put within the
community.” A community that was special and separate, because it was composed chiefly of
relatives. There are very few people who can say they depended on, grew up with, and played
and fellowshipped with their family growing up, and cherished each moment of it.
Although we may not all get along or make the right decisions, in the end we have an
insurmountable amount of love for one another which makes us richer than any man on earth. If
we, as a family, yearn to prosper and advance in society, we really have no other choice. In order
for any race of people, no matter what race of people or what color you are, if we could work
together and not worry about who gets the credit, then we would be able to accomplish so much
more, according to my mother, Vina Wright. If we could get used to the idea of encouraging one
another, remembering the traditions that brought us altogether, and if we would remember the
little things that kept us strong during the trials and tribulations of life, we would embark on a
new and prosperous journey within life, that would enable the family to stay strong and prosper
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  place	
  that	
  has	
  a	
  wealth	
  of	
  experiences	
  for	
  blacks	
  
and	
  can	
  be	
  a	
  Mecca	
  for	
  understanding	
  and	
  for	
  learning.	
  Although	
  not	
  everything	
  is	
  present,	
  Mississippi	
  serves	
  
as	
  the	
  motherland	
  for	
  blacks	
  in	
  a	
  way.	
  It	
  is	
  a	
  place	
  where	
  many	
  of	
  us	
  were	
  brought	
  into,	
  and	
  one	
  that	
  holds	
  
many	
  experiences	
  for	
  black	
  people	
  as	
  a	
  whole	
  that	
  should	
  not	
  be	
  forgotten.	
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into the ages. . By using the different gifts that each of us are equipped with, we could breathe
life into one another. One cousin may have the gift of encouragement, while another may have
the ability to write well. On its own, each gift may be useful, but when combined with another, it
becomes so much more powerful. And the same goes for a family. No two people are identical in
talents or in faults. If the family is able to put their differences aside and join together, the power
of their reach is unimaginable.
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PART THREE
PERSONAL REFLECTION
It would not be proper for me to conclude this project without adding my own personal
reflection of this entire process. Although this project is written with my thoughts in mind, I
thought that I should end it by leaving my reader with my innermost thoughts about the whole
process.
Thus, this third and final section serves as my own personal reflection of my entire time
creating this project. This section reflects on this experience, making sure to include my feelings
and the work that actually goes into creating a project of this type. I talk about the process of
making the exhibition, discussing the difficulties that came with producing this work while also
naming any surprises I encountered along the way.
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CHAPTER FIVE
REFLECTION
Remembering my grandparents is tough. On one hand, I have nothing but pleasant thoughts
of laughter, prayer, conversations, and hugs that they have left with me, of all the times spent out
at their home; and yet, on the other hand I have regret. I regret being so young and naïve, never
asking them about how it was for them growing up. I regret not asking about their childhoods,
their siblings, or their experiences. I regret not being able to attend either of their funerals.
I regret that they are gone.
There is so much I would give to say I love you one more time, so much I would give to feel
their embrace, and oh how I would love to be sitting in the den, burning up with the furnace
blazing, simply enjoying their presence. Hindsight is always 20/20. Unfortunately there is
nothing that I can do about most of these things. You see, once time has passed, you can’t get it
back. There is no do-over button. You can’t just pause life. There is no rewinding of memories,
stopping time, or pausing life. You have to take advantage of what you can when you can, or else
be destined to be caught in a cycle of thinking of the things that you could have done or should
have done and now can’t.
Instead of being sad about these things, I embarked on a very specific journey. By
encompassing the whole of my academic career on the hinges of my family, I aimed to honor the
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legacy of my grandparents while showcasing my family. I aimed to produce a work that I would
be proud of, that would fuse together the past and the present, succinctly.
With this project, I did not set out to explore the whole of the African American experience
in the American South. That would have been extremely difficult to do and very time
consuming, not to mention that I am not familiar with all African Americans in the South.
Through a specific lens however, I sought to portray an ordinary family’s existence. But as I
started this project, I had a few questions of my own. What were routine experiences of black
families, and were there any ways to calculate this? What was it like to be black in the South
beginning in the early twentieth century, segregation, and during the Civil Rights Movement?
These and many other questions have constantly crossed my mind.
Usually, we are never given the privilege of seeing the experiences of ordinary people in
ordinary circumstances trying to withstand the weight of the world. Instead, we are given a
preview into the lives and experiences of extraordinary individuals, or political figures, or avid
social characters to follow and believe. Yes, knowing their experiences is good, because it
affords us with the opportunity of peeking into the lives of other individuals who lived within a
time that relegated blacks to a secondary position, while demonstrating actions that occurred.
However, it does not give an accurate reflection of life for all African Americans in the South.
Seeing this issue, I knew that if I could gather interviews and conduct in-depth research of my
family, the experiences they had could be beneficial for others to see and to witness the
experiences of a plain African American family in the South.
I can remember heading down to Laurel to actually begin my research. My day started out
pretty rough. It was the middle of June when I first made my journey. I was hot. I forgot to set an
alarm so I had overslept, and to make matters worse, I had a terrible headache. My stomach was
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unsteady and in knots. I was nervous about how the weekend would turn out, I still wasn’t sure
what questions I wanted to ask my interviewees, and I had not been down to Hoy in so long. All
of that compounded together, giving me a lot of anxiety, but that soon faded.
As I approached the last leg of my journey I found peace.
While driving to my grandparents’ home, I found that my global positioning system (GPS)
took me an unusual and unfamiliar route into Laurel. Instead of getting off at the usual stop, I
took exit 99 and I was taken on a course that led me into the downtown area. This could be seen
as the scenic route. I followed the meandering roads, past peoples’ homes, through the town
square, and got a different look at the city. I could not think of anything other than how this was
setting the tone for how the rest of my weekend would go. It would be filled with new sights,
new adventures, and new experiences. I would be navigating a familiar theme with familiar
people in an unfamiliar way, learning so much more than what meets the surface.
My excitement was short-lived however. Arriving at the house, of course there was, a new
animal waiting to pounce on my face! (Not really, but tell my heart that. Good thing I had my
umbrella handy for protection.) After settling in, I called upon my cousin Rexal Heidelberg,
setting up a time to meet him and learn what I could.
I was not prepared for the wisdom that he was able to lend to me, nor was I prepared for the
wealth of knowledge that he had to share. He told me stories. He showed me numerous family
pictures, some faded and torn, others bright and full of life. After this magnificent display, I
interviewed him, then took a few hours to spend with him, walking the grounds of his home and
what seemed to be of every inch of Hoy and Laurel that he could think of that proved relevant to
our family situation. We spent a few hours just riding around town. As he pointed out the
boundaries of the family property, the various houses, the family cemeteries, the downtown area,
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and anything and everything else that one can think of, I sat back and listened intently. Most of
the things that he was telling me about, I had no idea ever occurred.
Leaving my cousin’s home, I was reinvigorated. Although I was not sure exactly where this
project would take me, I was aware of one major fact. This project would serve as an educational
tool that could be used by me and other family members and serve as a reservoir of memories
and for reasonable understanding. But that was just the beginning of it all. As my trip was about
to conclude, I had a lot of down time to just sit and think about this project. While thinking about
everything, I came up with a tentative title of Down Friendship or Off Friendship or On
Friendship. I knew that the community would have to be a central topic of the title, but not sure
in what capacity. Although the aim of my project would be centered on telling the story of an
African American family located in the South, the uniqueness and functionality of the Hoy
community needs to be highlighted.
The actual act of taking photographs and conducting interviews was rather scary to me.
Although I am a master of taking photos on my iPhone, the only real preparation I had with
taking pictures came from using a cheap digital camera, and the only experience I had doing
interviews was even scarcer than that. However, I wanted to embark upon this journey— this
project, because I know that by doing so, I would have to get up close and personal with the
material discussed and the people involved. All too often, I feel as though in the production of
scholarly documents, I get so far removed from my original end, or I have no connection to the
material at all, because I desire to produce a work that can be respected. But, I don’t believe that
you have to use all the most difficult words and concepts in the English language within the
scope of a paper just to have an impact.
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Stepping back from my work, I am very proud. I have never considered myself a journalist,
although I have a passion for writing. And, I have never considered myself a photographer,
although I love taking pictures and documenting life through the visual art. Thus, when I finally
got a chance to step back and review my work I was amazed. Although it took the excitement in
the eyes of numerous viewers to make me understand, I finally saw it.
Initially, when I set out to do this project I had a two-fold goal: provide an in-depth analysis
of my family, telling their stories through oral histories and formatting them in a way that people
would be able to relate while also, including a bunch of photographs that I thought were most
representative of the project. But, I was going to gain more than I ever bargained for. After many
meetings with my thesis advisor, Dr. Wharton, I was instructed that I should see if there was any
time to actually present my exhibition to the University community, and put up an exhibition.
After getting over the initial shock, that I could actually produce a work worth being displayed, I
did just that. I asked if there was any open time that I could put up an exhibition, and once again,
to my surprise, the answer was yes. This now set up a whole other set of challenges before me. I
would need to narrow down the thousands of pictures that I had taken to around fifty and then
from there make up appropriate captions, decide the layout, and edit each individual photograph
to ensure it was the best quality.
I really enjoyed the entire process. I certainly learned how much goes into making an
exhibition transform from an idea to a reality. I can’t lie; it was a long and arduous process. If
narrowing down the pictures did not prove tough enough, because honestly who wants to cut out
family members and places that stir so many good memories simply to have a cohesive
exhibition; editing them was even trickier. I had never used Photoshop or any other computer
program needed to adequately edit pictures, but I was willing and ready to learn.
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Seeing the pictures in their finished state, printed out and in front of my eyes is a feeling that
I’m not sure I have the words to express. It was a combination of pride and humility, love and
awe, and fantasy all wrapped up into one. I could not wait to mount and hang ever picture, so
that I could see it in its final stage. Trying to figure out where each picture should be hung
differed drastically from my mental arrangement. Although I had created a PowerPoint
document and placed the pictures in the order that I thought made the most sense and was most
logical, once I actually began hanging the project, I learned otherwise. However, after I made the
necessary changes, I stepped back, and actually got to enjoy my work.
For the first time, I saw a glimmer of greatness, but I could not relax. I still had to present my
work and my findings to all those who would show up for my Brown Bag presentation a few
days later. Here, I would actually have to articulate everything that was in my head and in my
thoughts that surrounded this work. Preparing for this proved very difficult for me. I was very
sure about how I felt and what I thought about my family and the concepts that I wanted to speak
on, however, having to actually articulate these feelings to strangers, and within the presence of
my parents and one of my cousins—people who were actually familiar with all of these concepts,
I was afraid. I did not want them to see my work and be left disappointed. But, thankfully that
did not occur. I received very positive feedback from the audience, and while I was speaking I
could see my family giggling when necessary, while being visibly touched by my words.
While embarking on this journey, I must admit that I was not ready for the impact of this
project. I never really thought about the consequential impact that this work would have on my
family. While beginning on this journey to compile this work, I am not sure if it was because of
selfish reasons, or because it was from my perspective, but I simply thought that I would be
changed. But, that has definitely not been the case. Although I have certainly been impacted
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through all of the experiences that came along with interviewing folks and being a silent
participant in family gatherings, by photographing them all, that does not encompass the true
reach of this project. I have been grateful for everyone who took the time to be interviewed, for
taking the time to re-live the events of their lives, no matter how painful. They have all been so
open and honest with me, I can do nothing but think about how hard the experience was.
However, what is more astounding is the gratitude these individuals have for me, and the
admiration they share in my quest towards compiling such a piece of scholarship.
This was completely unexpected.
It was as if everyone I spoke to after an interview thanked me for allowing them to
express themselves, free of judgment, hoping that the opportunity would make others understand
them in a more complete way.
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EPILOGUE
As I reflect upon this manuscript I wonder if I am doing the legacy of my grandparents—
my ancestors—my family justice. As I ponder this thought many other questions and doubts
begin to reverberate in my brain. In any case, I don’t think that I will ever come to a conclusive
answer to this question which baffles my mind, however, walking away from this project one
thing is certain.
The values and lessons that have been instilled in me, and my ability to now see their
worth have been great. I have come to realize that there are few things that are more valuable
than family. Even if you do not have a family by blood, you know that there are people out there
who can fill in that role. I am blessed to have so many characters within my own family who are
able to step up and fill the shoes of another if necessary and who truly care for me.
That being said, if a family could learn to value each other, and to hold each other close
regardless of what kind of connection we share or history we have had, we will truly understand
the blessings that a family brings.
There is nothing more important than family.
If you ever have a child and you can give them nothing more than that sense of value and
belonging, they will be enriched far more than you can imagine. There is nothing like the
supplementation an individual gains knowing they are cherished by their family.
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1.0 Down Friendship: A Journey Home Photography Exhibit.
I came to the University of Mississippi’s Southern Studies program hoping to look at the
lives of a close-knit extended African-American family in the South. This is a situation I know
well, because, it describes my own large family—the children, descendants, cousins, and siblings
of my maternal grandparents, Howard and Idell Keys. I’ve always had a passion for
photography, but I did not know that making photographs of my family would effect me so
powerfully. The family home is in the African American community of Hoy, which is in the
town of Laurel, Mississippi, a small city in the southern part of the state. These photographs all
come from there.
There are 47 pictures in the exhibit and they demonstrate my photographer’s eye becoming
aware of the prominence and uniqueness of my family. The title of the exhibit, Down
Friendship: A Journey Home, reflects the journey home down Friendship Road, which is the
central lane connecting the heart of the Hoy community. The people shown here are my family,
and they have helped me understand what is at the core of who we are— kinship, fellowship, and
love.
I have organized the photographs into several thematic trends that tend to represent my
family as a whole. They fuse the present and the past, the local and the distant, but keep the
essence of my family’s values rooted in Hoy.
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1.1

It has often been said that a family that prays together stays together.
Life may throw difficult situations at the Keys’ family, but as long as we realize our strength
when we come together as one, we will come out on top.

1.2
(Left to Right) Eugene Keys, Jerry Keys, Jerlean Keys Williams and Calvin Jones enjoy each
other’s company partaking in great conversation, sharing a laugh.
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1.3
(Left to Right)Mother and daughters Ashley Keys, Jackie Keys, and Brandi Keys face Estella
Keys Holmes, while enjoying the beautiful outdoors.

1.4
Cousins Sonja Flourney and Sandie Linthicome share a laugh over dinner.
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1.5
The den in the home of Howard and Idell Keys serves as the conversation center for the
family.

1.6
(Left to Right) Stephen Wright, Sanford Holmes, and Sandie Linthicome observe the
madness happening around the kitchen table. Meanwhile, in the background, Anthony Prince
diligently finishes preparing breakfast.
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1.7
Fellowship doesn’t stop just because the church services have. As you can see here, everyone
takes time to catch up.

1.8
Trying to make room in the kitchen during any meal is quite impossible, but especially when
everyone believes that they are chefs.
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1.9
Trinity Jordan glances to her right to affirm that she is doing the right hand motions in the
praise dance.

1.10
Fusing the present and the past is a constant theme at any Keys family gathering. Burying
tragedy, yet remembering its sting is yet another commonality. Here, while a basketball game
is being played in the foreground, an old tractor sits, corroding in the background. The tractor
is significant, because it caused the death of the 10th and youngest child of Howard and Idell
Keys, James, when he was just a boy. Now, many of the boys and girls, the youngest
members of the family, fellowship and play in its shadows.
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1.11
Chris Heidelberg takes a moment to pose in front of a large pot of fried pigskins.

1.12
Cousins Travis Keys and Colin Holmes are caught in the middle of an animated
conversation.
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1.13
Sherry Keys and Michelle Keys Prince share a moment together while looking at Sherry’s
handcrafted jewelry.

1.14
Anthony Prince puts his delicate touch on a batch of sugar cookies for the family.
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1.15
Brianna Satcher sits in a statuesque pose with her side profile mimicking that of the bust of
John F. Kennedy.

1.16
Under the shadows of generations, Sherry Keys, Kelshia Keys, and Jerlean Keys Williams
delight in one another’s company.
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1.17 1.18
Sydni Cox unwittingly poses for a picture while waiting for dinner, and yet also seems to be
peering into the conversation in the aforementioned photograph, which depicts her mother,
Kelshia Keys in conversation.

	
  

67	
  

1.18
Portraits hung, memories claimed, if these walls could talk there is so much they could say.
Constructed by my granddaddy, Howard Keys Sr., this house has seen hundreds of people
pass through its halls. The walls, in particular, serve as a reservoir of memories of it all.

1.19

	
  

Everyone sits, never alone, always in comfortable conversation.
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1.20
The bust of John F. Kennedy in the foreground, a prayer hanging on the wall, the dining
room table offset to the far left. This picture describes the crux of the Keys family so
delicately. Always keep God guiding you. Keep your family surrounding you. And, stand up
for your values in the midst of difficulty and persecution.

1.21
Mother and son share a frame. Pictured here are Charles Williams and Jerlean Keys
Williams.
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1.22

Everyone enjoys a brief intermission between dinner and speeches.

1.23
(Left to Right) Sisters Estella Keys Holmes, Sherry Keys, Vina Keys Wright, and Edna Keys
share a laugh.
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1.24
Three generations of women, (Left to Right) Taylor Smith, Sandie Linthicome, and Luevenia
Keys converse with each other while being enamored with a new gift.

1.25
Alicia Satcher participates in Friendship Missionary Baptist Church’s praise dance.
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1.27
Brothers and sisters (L to R) Vina Keys Wright, Edna Keys, Jimmie Keys, Jerry Keys, and
Luevenia Keys peruse the yard for pecans, taking in a longstanding tradition of searching the
yard and gathering the nuts for consumption.

1.28
1.28
Sandie Linthicome gazes forward, listening to a speech by one of her cousins at dinner. She also
overlooks her mother and stepfather, Jerry Keys, Luevenia Keys, and other aunties and uncles
while they pick up pecans.
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1.29
1.29
Husband and wife Sanford and Cara Holmes pose in the shadow of the bonfire’s flames.

1.30
Drew Jordan salutes the bonfire, in awe of its magnificent beauty.
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1.31
Mother and daughter Etherine McDonald and Lillian Jean McDonald are pictured here.

1.32
(Left to Right) Christian Holmes, Cara Holmes, Stephen Wright, and Andre Keys are illuminated
in the light of the bonfire.
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1.33
An intense game of spades is played during a break in organized festivities.

1.34
Gathered around the dining room table eating breakfast, my family begins the day in normal
fashion with food and in fellowship.
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1.35
Basketball unites all ages and genders within our family. The court is a place for inclusion and
excitement.

1.36
A game of basketball is also a place for serious competition.
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1.37
No free time should be spent alone when at the Keys residence. Here, Jolissa Brooks and Jada
Linthicome are seen contemplating their next move in a game of monopoly.

1.38
Every year, the family gets together and has a huge block party where everyone enjoys each
other’s company. Music and dancing are always a huge part of this celebration.
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1.39
Friendship Missionary Baptist Church is definitely a place of worship.

1.40
The congregation of Friendship Missionary Baptist Church sings hymns during the Sunday
morning service.
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1.41
1.41
Food is comforting. Fellowship is exciting. Family is forever. These three ingredients make
every meal with the Keys family a cherished event.
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1.42
1.42
The members of the church are visibly moved during service.

1.43
Andre Keys tries to prevent his grandmother, Edna Keys, from taking the last piece of cooked
bacon.
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1.44
Everyone gawks over the huge spread of food.

1.45
1.45
Jerlean Keys Williams prepares for a big feast by cutting up celery for her dish. She stands in the
shadow of a portrait of her parents, Howard and Idell Keys. Although they are no longer alive,
they still watch over the house and the family, their values remaining as the guiding principles of
our lives.
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1.46
The younger generation sits around playing an assortment of board games, passing the time,
unwittingly continuing the cycle of bonding and keeping family first.

1.47
While in the house of the Lord, the congregation of Friendship Missionary Baptist Church
demonstrates their adoration.

	
  

82	
  

1.48
Sanford Holmes pours his little cousin Tara Snow some juice, while he helps serve breakfast.
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Interview Transcriptions 2.0
2.1 Estella Holmes Speech
During last Thanksgiving break (November 2012), my family packed up and visited
Laurel, MS as is our yearly family tradition. Gathering in my Mother’s hometown, we always get
together to celebrate the occasion being surrounded by family and in love. This past
Thanksgiving, my Mother decided that throughout the various days she wanted each of her
siblings to get involved and share their personal narratives on what it was like growing up in
Laurel. The presentations were very powerful and allowed for many reflections to be made.
Below is the transcription for Thanksgiving dinner where my Aunt Estella Holmes
addresses the family and after sharing her story, her focus shifts more specifically to the children,
even more specifically than that to the male offspring. She shares powerful stories and
experiences on what it was like growing up during this time and what it means to her to keep the
legacy of her parents, my grandparents alive.
EH- Estella Holmes
EH- Now one the challenges that I face is that I have difficult[y] speaking really loud, therefore,
I truly want you guys to listen; and if you’re listening on the basis of being interested in what I’m
saying. Now, I know at some point this might all become dull but you’ve got to listen. We all
have choices. Okay—
Now, I grew up right here in Hoy. In fact, yesterday we were told, by Jerry about the
Friendship School, the Friendship Elementary School up on the hill. I attended the first grade at
Friendship. That was the only year that I attended, right after that they closed the school down.
After I left Friendship, we were all bussed to Mt. Olive. It’s about thirty minutes away. I didn’t
know anything about the area or students or anything but they decided that everyone from this
community would be bussed to another community and I spent all of my elementary school years
there.
Soon after that and I’m giving you an example of how the system determines what your,
in many cases, what your opportunities are, so by the time I arrived in high school, my first year
at that time, they called it “Freedom of Choice.” Didn’t it sound good? Some of the good in that
was that supposedly we had the choice of going to any close school that we chose. As naïve as I
was, I assumed that everyone would want to go to the closest school. However, I was the only
person who opted to go to Northwest Jones High School, which is the closest high school to this
community. So a bus was required to come through here solely to collect me. I was the only
black person on that bus. Many days—well in the morning no problem, the bus driver was
convenient and cordial, he was like sit wherever you like. I was the first person on the bus. So
then, for that second leg, going from Shady Grove to the actual high school, you know they
collected the students at Shady Grove that goes out and so on—so that second leg, it was very
difficult to get a seat. And, that if there were only two persons on the seat, they would still scoot
over and not allow me to sit down. And it was a long time, maybe half of the school year before I
developed a couple of friends who would make sure that I had a seat; But no problem. Those
were the challenges of being able— of my being able to attend that school.
The second year, now we’ve done Freedom of Choice and my choice was to go to
Northwest. Well, the following year, they instituted bussing. They literally called it bussing and
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they bussed [us here] to Northeast Jones High School. It’s farther away, but everyone from this
community was sent there. (Voice trails off)
Now Mother was a strong believer in education, she would umm very early, she
recognized that that was our [way] out. That was our way of moving from being in poverty to
moving up the ladder. So three weeks after high school, she had me enrolled in college. I did the
first three years at JC (Jones County Community College). And uh, went from there to the
University of Southern Mississippi and I went to the University of Southern Mississippi on
grants. And that was at the time when they were trying to just get more blacks into school and
you know we had been denied for so long that that they were, you know, going to let us go to
school. Many of the blacks who started with me never finished. Actually most of them did not
finish. They played cards, they uh apparently had a great time, but they did not finish school.
That was not the goal for them. But, I finished school there and went to graduate school at
Memphis State. Did a year there, went to another graduate school at the University of Northern
Colorado, and umm that was that aspect.
Now, let me tell you more about actually growing up in Hoy. I remember numerous
things. I remember when there was where our old barn was. When we would raise chickens. We
would raise chickens [and] we would collect the eggs from the chickens for let’s say a month
before Easter time. We would collect these eggs and bury these eggs for Easter eggs. Now, when
you buy eggs you think, well they have to be in a refrigerator… all the time or they are going to
spoil. Our eggs did not spoil.
5 minutes elapsed
But I remember … we had two out houses. And, in two different locations. I remember
when the house was a four bedroom. I don’t remember my age at the time but I can vaguely, I
can tell you exactly where each of the two bedrooms were and where the front room was and the
back room was. I remember Pops working on this house for many years. Actually, he was
continually working. He was continually working on this house and Mother was continually
complaining about his not working on this house because he never finished. But we talked about
that earlier at dinner didn’t we? But, umm, there was a lot that Mother wanted and worked for
that she did not accomplish. But she saw her greatest accomplishment being her children. And
she’s right. Even I in my lack of wisdom realize that. Our greatest accomplishments are you.
Now you don’t see and perhaps value that being that you think that we are going to be here
always. I’m sure that I’m not going to be here always. But even if I were, I would be concerned
for your unwillingness to step in behind us and take up responsibility. We need you to actually
grow up. We need you to grow into your positions as part of the family. We need to be able to
depend on you to teach your children what we have taught here. What types of things? Now,
whether mine show it or not, I have taught them to be responsible. I’ve taught them to manage
their money well. I’ve taught them to work hard. I’ve taught them to be honest. And I cannot say
that they are all of those things but I have instructed them in all of those areas just as your
parents have you. Therefore you have it. I need you to teach your children these things. You
know we have been blessed. In most cultures they would say that we have been doubly blessed
to have all of these young men. But guys, you’re not going anywhere. (Speaking muffled through
tears.) It makes me very sad to know that you’re not going anywhere. You’re not doing what you
can do. You’re not stepping up. You’re abusing yourselves. You are drifting into negatives and
hard times. But I need you to step up. I need you to be responsible. I need you to be a little bit
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more caring. I need you; we need you to help us a bit more. What can you do for me? What can
you do? I rambled, and I have to apologize. Consider what you can do.
Vina Wright- Does anyone have any questions or anything?
Well Stell, (Speaker drifts off—can’t hear her words over the cries of a baby and the mumbles of
everyone else.)
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2.2 Estella Holmes Interview One
This was the first time I, Chelsea Wright, interviewed my Aunt Estella Holmes. I
interviewed her on 29th July 2012 in her parent’s home in Laurel, MS in the dining room.
Throughout this interview, I tried to establish the tone for my questioning by asking her a series
of questions that had to deal with her childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. I wanted to know
more about where my mother came from, what significant things she remembered from her
youth, and just try to gain a little insight on who my mother identifies herself as. My interest in
the topic is undeniable but I wanted the interview to flow as smoothly as possible while being as
thorough as I could be.
This interview is rather rough, as you will see my questions are jumbled and I don’t
really concentrate on one subject but the wealth of knowledge I gain from her speech is
irreplaceable.
CW- Chelsea Wright
EH- Estella Holmes
CW- Hey; good evening. Today is 29th July 2012. My name is Chelsea Wright, and I’m
sitting here in the home of my grandparents, Howard and Idell Keys, in Laurel, MS. I’m
sitting here with my Aunt Estella Holmes and this is interview one.
How are you doing Auntie Stell?
EH- I’m fine Chelsea, looking forward to the interview.
CW- Good. Umm, can you state your full name for me?
EH- Estella Keys Holmes.
CW- And your date of birth?
EH- 3 August 1954
CW- Umm, can you tell me a little bit about where you’re from?
EH- I’m originally from Laurel, Mississippi. Which is where I was born and grew up until
the age of seventeen.
CW- How was it growing up here?
EH- Umm… amazing! Uh, fun-filled free, long days playing and working, and different mixture
of activities.
CW- Like what?
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EH- Umm, well as far as playing, lots of friends in the neighborhood, any of which were cousins.
As far as working, we worked in the fields chopping and hoeing crops that my father, Pops,
planted. As well as harvesting some of these, such as cotton and corn and [we] had a very large
vegetable garden. So there [was] continually work to do.
CW- Umm, can you tell me a little bit about your family?
EH- My family was composed of umm well I have four brothers and I have four sisters currently.
As I was growing up I had five brothers and four sisters, there were ten of us. At age seventeen,
when I was seventeen, and my youngest brother James was fourteen, he was killed in a tractor
accident, which then made me the youngest of nine children. (Voice trails off)
CW- How did that impact the family?
EH- Hmm, very difficult and sad for mother. As for me, it umm, changed my status. Not just
from being the second youngest child to the youngest child, but umm I was close in age to James
so [when] he was killed, I was really in a position to become an only child in that everyone else
older than me had already left home…it was different. Jimmie is the only one that was here for a
short period of time but just about at that same time, he quit school and went to Michigan. So
James and I were the only ones home and so when he died, I was in high school, just before
graduation. And so from then on I was the only one home.
CW- Can you tell me a little bit about Grandma and Granddaddy?
EH- Umm. Let’s see. Mother umm, very hardworking. She worked in homes, in other people’s
homes, doing domestic work. When I was younger I recall her working as many as three jobs in
one day. She would go to each of the jobs for approx. four hours. She would do a 6-10, then a
10-2, and then a 2-6. So then she worked from 6 in the morning to 6 at night on some days, on
many days in fact. And felt fortunate being able to do that. In that she was often the sole
breadwinner in the family. Now Pops was… very talented and skilled, but umm his focus was
not on umm specific tasks, as much as, a general focus on anything mechanical or new ideas or
different thinking. So Mother was kind of left to do much of the breadwinning. Now it was many
things Pops could have done in that he was very bright and skilled.
5 min elapsed
But, umm, I think his umm thinking and his activity were fractured. So, that impacted in that
mother I guess felt compelled to go out and do many things that umm would be difficult under
normal circumstances but without support were very hard for her.
CW- Umm, how did you say granddaddy was impacted by the circumstances?
EH- Now Pops was umm Pops. [He] had… a mother whose brother was hung when they lived in
Smith Co. [So] what he grew up on I’m sure was umm, umm a mother who made him very
aware that he had to constantly be careful, and of course also [they were] lynching and that as a
result I think Pops resented whites…did not trust them. [He] felt that he did not want to work for
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them or with them so umm while there were many jobs he could do for them, to bring in money
for the family, he opted not to do. So many jobs he could have had he did not have. So money
that the family could have had he did not have. So it impacted us in that umm we were without
some things that would have made life easier, but umm also the fact that he could not overcome
his dislike let’s say of whites, made us also a little more weary.
CW- In what sense?
EH- We thought in terms of maybe not interacting with them as much as we could have. Maybe,
being more cautious. But he did not start you know he did not encourage us towards hate type of
relationship or relationships at all. But I think that was kind of the basis of his, you know of his
growing up was probably, and I don’t know this, but probably goes from his mother and father
about how her brother had been lynched and then how they had to flee from Jasper county, no
Smith county to here. Arriving with literally nothing, you know all the land that we live on and
have grown up on and it’s been split between those brothers and sisters, that is Pops’ brothers
and sisters that this land that was given to us by (chuckles a little bit) a white man umm whom
Uncle Nelson found favor with. So he gave them all this land and Uncle Nelson shared it with
his brothers and sisters. They all lived on it and never split it until I was actually in college.
When their children came of age where they wanted to begin to build homes and having families
of their own, so they asked to have the land split. Before then, each brother or sister had their’
own corner, lived on the property, and we more or less shared it.
And of course at that point, that had to change
CW- So what was is like you growing up here, school wise? Like did you go to school in
your community or outside it?
EH- Humm, I went to school in the community for the first grade. I went to Friendship
elementary school which well, which no longer exists. It was torn down the year after my first
grade year.
CW- Where was that?
EH- Where was Friendship? Well it was located on the hill directly across from the church. In
that space, which now has a house and other things in that area, that’s where Friendship school
was. My older brothers and sisters went there for several years, but I was only there for that one,
and my brother, my younger brother James never went to that school.
10 minutes elapsed
But I did first grade there, and went from second to 9th at Mt Olive Elementary, which was a
situation where we as blacks were bussed from our neighborhood to another neighborhood for
school because that was the closest black school. There were other schools that were a couple
miles away but they were white, and at that time we were not allowed to attend those schools.
Now, after having graduated from the 9th grade from the elementary and middle school where I
was, I was then or, then they put into effect what they called bussing. No, first they had freedom
of choice. And what freedom of choice meant was that we as blacks had the choice of what
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school we wanted to go to. We could go to one close [or] we could go to one far away. And I
chose to go, well thinking that I would get a better education, I chose to go to a high school for
my 10th grade year, which was Northwest Jones High School. And it was maybe ten miles away.
Umm so since I chose that under freedom of choice, a bus came through the community here to
pick up only myself.
CW-Talk about going to Northwest Jones.
EH- Yes. I went to Northwest Jones in my 10th year and a bus came to the community to collect
me. I was the only black teenager in the area who chose to go to that school so that’s why there
was only me. Umm in my 11th year, for my 11th year they had gone from freedom of choice to
bussing, which meant that by law they could collect us from the community and bus us to
whatever school they chose which is what they did. So I spent one year at Northwest Jones,
followed by the 11th and 12th grade year at Northeast Jones and I graduated from Northeast Jones.
Now at Northwest Jones there were about thirty-five blacks in the high school. Now these were
all kids from other communities in the area who also opted for freedom of choice… to come to
that school. All were, many were poorly equip[ped] to do well at that school. And it was actually
hard for many of them because we were coming from elementary schools where we did not have
adequate teachers. We did not have classes or classrooms with any chemicals or a trained
teacher. Umm, math classes where there were no teachers really trained in what they called the
modern math or the algebra, so consequently there were long days when no instruction at all was
received. So as a result, I did quite well in English and literature, which were the ones I loved.
Actually I think that the first year, my 10th year, I actually got a C in English which was quite
good in that my background in that area was not strong. But of course in literature and similar
subjects I did very well. I had difficulty in math but once again with studying I was able to pass
and did fine. Went from there to college three weeks after graduating.
Mother was a strong believer in school. [She] felt like that was our way out of our situation after
having worked for whites for so many years, who were doctors and lawyers; she felt in order for
us to accomplish, as much as we could, we needed to be educated. So she strongly enforced
education and sent me to college three weeks after graduating. I went to Jones County Junior
College for a year and a half. That’s the time it took me to complete that two-year study
program. After which I transferred to the University of Southern Mississippi as a junior. While
many around me had come there at the same time played cards and hung out or whatever, I was
one of the few who graduated.
15 minutes have elapsed
Now in order to accomplish college, we went on the blacks, went on let’s say what you would
call grants in that there was no pay for school. I can’t remember what they call the program but it
was a program for minorities where they simply receive[d] school basically free. I’d say special
scholarships to accomplish school. So that’s how I got my undergraduate degree. I ended up
studying city and regional planning simply because I [was] looking for the medical school or the
pre-med school there at Southern, [and]…I found the planning department. It was a new
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department; it was just beginning. So they encouraged me to work towards a degree in planning,
and it sounded interesting so I became a planner.
Now umm while there, I met a professor whose name was James Gladden who was able to get
for me a summer internship at a government building in northern Mississippi. Everything was set
up, I made all the reservations for me to arrive there at the city offices and work as the internship
for the summer. But when I arrived, the city official insisted that he did not know I was coming,
he did not know this program and umm as a result I was not able to do that internship that year.
But Gladden did continue to help me in many ways in that he also put me in for a grant in order
to attend graduate school.
So I did one year of grad school at the University of Memphis and after that year was completed,
I got married. Now it was a two-year program but after one year of the program I got married
and moved to Memphis. Moved from Memphis to Tucson, Arizona. I actually went to Phoenix
first. So it was Memphis to Phoenix first, by way of Denver, Colorado where were lived for eight
months or so for training. My then spouse went into the military and he had to have his initial
training, which was what he had in Denver. Loved Denver! Thought at that time it was the
perfect place to retire in, that we’d come back in twenty years and retire there. After about fifteen
years, Denver became so polluted that when I came through the next time did not want to live in
Denver. As I said I went from there to Phoenix. In Phoenix, I discovered Master’s programs that
they had specially designed for military officers [and] military persons. And what I mean by
specially designed is that there were classes that were only held on the weekend. So you would
go to class Friday afternoon through Sunday at noon. And I was able to accomplish a Master’s
degree in public administration in one year.
Ahh let’s see. But, you had other questions; go on.
CW- Umm, going back to your high school, everybody talks about how you’re the only
child to have gone through an integrated school system. How was that experience? I guess
did it prepare you a different way than your brothers and sisters or make you see things in
a different light?
EH- You know I mentioned, I mentioned freedom of choice and having the bus come through
solely for me. The bus driver was very generous. In the mornings I was reasonably comfortable
[on that] leg of the trip where the bus came through here. I was the first person on the bus.
20 minutes elapsed
So of course I always had a seat. But then we would collect all of the kids and then go to the
closest elementary school and there change busses. And that’s where umm some small
challenges would occur in that some people would already be on that bus and I would load that
bus to go from there to Northwest Jones and often would not have a seat in that there might be
two persons on a seat and [they] would not let me sit down. Actually, usually regardless of how
many people were on the seat most of them would not allow me to sit. And so often I would
stand up during the entire trip or if I was able to sit then it was a very uncomfortable sitting
arrangement because they did not want to be near me in any way. I think many of the students
who went to Northwest experienced, those thirty-five I spoke of earlier, experienced something
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similar in their classes you know where they were shunned because they were black. And we
would congregate, us all together at lunchtime or during recess breaks because there were so few
of us and many times you would go through all of your classes and I don’t remember having
another black in but one of my classes. All of the other classes were all white and this was at a
time when it was really my first experience with and dealing with whites. And of course they
were not, so often not very generous because it was also, it was forced on them and they were of
the belief that we were completely inferior which has to be completely untrue because even with
our backgrounds we were able to survive academically in those schools. We did not have very
much getting up to that 10th year but I still was able to move from that 10th year to graduating
with no extra support and in many cases of those who would hinder us in small ways. So that’s
basically education up until then.
CW- Well since you kind of touched on it, what was the racial climate when you were
growing up here?
EH- Here as in—?
CW- Laurel or all of what you experienced up until you were seventeen? Did you ever
experience direct racism or inadvertently?
EH- No, not really, the only direct was beginning with those bus rides in the 10th grade. Before
then, [the] only real interaction with whites was when I was about 13, I would go into white’s
homes and clean say on Saturday morning, you know that one day a week. And it didn’t occur
every weekend; it was like maybe twice a month. But then that was something that was looked
forward to, not because you wanted to work for 8 hours for practically 4 or 5 dollars, but because
that was a source of money that one needed for wardrobe, shoes, things of that sort. So I was
glad to do those but other than those experiences we grew up here in Hoy. Hoy was a community
made of almost totally of our family. You know when we came to this area we [were] given this
giant piece of land which makes up most of Hoy and we grew up with … lots of cousins about
our same age because these brothers and sisters had their kids and their kids were about the same
age as us and we all grew up here together. So, if I look at each of my aunts and uncles and their
families among those six, eight or whatever number of children each one of them had, there was
always a child that was fairly close in age to each of my brothers and sisters. So we all had
brothers, sisters, cousins, first, second, and third all from the community to play with. So we
really didn’t grow up with the emotional baggage of being emotionally injured by whites.
25 minutes elapsed
CW- So how would you describe Hoy to somebody who has no idea about the community
EH- A small, all black community made up of now friends and relatives because (laughing) at
one time there were only like two families in the area that we were not related to. Two families
in all of Hoy; Now there are a few more you know down near the Center area, there are a few
families in there who have moved in but other than that everyone was in some way related. So
when we chose spouses we could not choose those from here (laughing). Other than that it was
wonderful.
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CW- Umm what’s the significance of land to the family?
EH- I think the land … was the difference between us succeeding and struggling much harder for
us as a group of people or us as a family. Umm having it, each one of the brothers and or the
sisters was able to farm and prepare a living for themselves. They did not have to … go to work
for whites when others would have had no choice where others would have done what was called
share cropping meaning you would live in his umm house on his land and you’d raise the crops
but you would only get a half of what you raise the rest would go back to the owner of the land
usually a white person we did not have that because we owned our own land. When we were
driven out of Smith County, it was once again because of land. We were on land that others felt
was … I guess valuable [and] wanted to own it so they lynched one of us and threatened us and
got us removed. But we were once again blessed with land that enabled us to be somewhat
independent. We all had our little chunk and we all raised umm you know crops. Umm when we
were little even though we were small we could tell you whose field was what and exactly where
this uncle raised his crops, where this uncle raised his cows or horses, and each person had
enough property … on which to do this. So all of them had sources of livelihood. We weren’t
forced to go out and work for whites.
CW- did the church play a big part or small part in the home and in the community/
EH- Yes. We went every Sunday regardless of whether we thought it was a great idea. The
church was filled with aunts and uncles those same brothers and sisters of my father made up the
church. It’s a community church. Hoy County’s church is called Sunlight Baptist Church and its
members were this community so the friends and cousins that I played with were the same
people that I went to church with. So, as Christopher Heidelberg was telling me today, we were
given something really valuable even through our church in that we were groomed at that time to
interact with people, to get up in front of people and speak, and to take responsibility and to do
things. It enabled us to still have a viable church. No not just a viable but a strong church in
which we [mean] this generation has now taken the reigns from mother and pops generation.
CW- Well, umm as I conclude this interview, the last question I have is umm— why do you
see it as important to return to the community and instill in your children, in your nieces
and nephews the importance of coming back and being a family?
30 minutes elapsed
EH- Umm. Acceptance is an allusive quality. It is that sense of feeling that that those around you
value you [and] love you; that unconditional sense of you belong to them. That’s what you have
in a family; and a community, and a church. When you don’t have that I think that perhaps you
question yourself and your value and whether you are deserving of certain things. Many of
children for which umm were let’s say denied those in their family or in their home or, or
wherever feel this lack you know. Feel that they are not really a part of a whole or a part of a
significant whole. So, when I bring my sons back here and in addition to the value of saying to
them your grandparents are important to me and therefore important to you, I’m also saying
you’re an important part of the family, the whole family, and all of these people within it are
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important, [that] are valued are yours. So each time we pull one in as we did today, by finding
out we have a uh nephew that we didn’t know we had who is now 18 years old, some aspects of
that is sad because and not because we’re now getting him, but because it’s sad because we’re
only now getting him. He has gone for these 18 years without that feeling of belonging to a
group who values him, not a group who’s special or important in the sense that they’re just so
different from everyone else or they’re just rich or they’re anything that anyone else, but because
they’re a group of people that belong together. He has not had that for these years.
So from now and until the future hopeful he’ll have the chance to come back and back until the
people who surround him, both the adults and his cousins, through them he will hopefully
develop that feeling that he is one of, he is valued as a part of, a part of this whole and this whole
which surrounds him is him, does that make sense?
CW-Before I close this interview are there any comments that you have or wisdom that you
have to impart in me
EH- Hummm, you ask a lot darling… (Laughs) Wisdom to impart, umm, there are few things
that are more valuable than family, and if you did not have a family by blood, you know we have
all of these people and there have not been ten children and as a result all of these grandkids and
all of these kids that we have you know acquired, even if we did not have all of that, and it was
just a family of our people who decided to value each other, and to hold each other close
regardless of what kind of family it is, there’s nothing more important than family. So see, if you
have a child and you can give them nothing more than that sense of value and belonging nothing
gives it to you in the same way as a family does.
CW- That ends this interview Auntie, thank-you.
EH- You are so welcome.
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2.3 Vina Wright Interview One
This was the first time I, Chelsea Wright, interviewed my mother, Vina Wright. I
interviewed her on 9th April 2012 in her home in Austell, GA in her bedroom. Being the first
interview of my thesis project I was nervous and wanted to make sure that I covered all aspects
of her family and her experiences growing up. Throughout this interview, I tried to establish the
tone for my questioning by asking her a series of questions that had to deal with her childhood,
adolescence, and adulthood. I wanted to know more about where my mother came from, what
significant things she remembered from her youth, and to try and gain a little insight on who my
mother identifies herself as. My interest in the topic is undeniable but I wanted the interview to
flow as smoothly as possible while being as thorough as I could be.
This interview is rather rough, as you will see my questions are jumbled and I don’t
really concentrate on one subject but the wealth of knowledge I gain from her speech is
irreplaceable.
CW-Chelsea Wright
VW-Vina Wright
CW- Good Afternoon. It’s the 9th of April 2012, my name is Chelsea Wright and I’m sitting
here in the home of Ed and Vina Wright, my parents, and I am going to talk with my
mother and this is interview one.
What (laughing). Okay. Umm so what is your full name?
VW- Vina LuFrances Keys Wright.
CW- Umm What’s your date of birth?
VW-February 17, 1951.
CW- Okay can you tell me a little bit about where you’re from?
VW-I was born in Laurel, MS at the Charity Hospital. That’s the only hospital, back in 1951,
that we were able to go to you know as blacks; and I was born there. I was premature. My mom
had three babies within, uhh not quite three to four years, and I was the third. And I stayed in the
hospital for about three months and then I went back.
CW- So how big is Laurel?
VW-Laurel is still very small compared to uh some of the other cities that were… the same as
like Hattiesburg and uh (inaudible.) I think they have kind of outgrown Laurel somewhat. Laurel
is still kind of stuck and I’m not sure how many people [are] there now, but I know it’s still quite
small; it hasn’t grown that much.
CW- Umm so how many kids did your mom have?
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VW- Uh living children? … Mom had about fourteen children … some [were] miscarried, but uh
living she had ten. And my baby brother, whose name was James Howard Keys, he died at age
fourteen in a tractor accident.
CW-How did the death of all the kids’ affect the family, or did it affect the family?
VW- Well all the kids or just James?
CW-Like, well both?
VW-Well we were all kind of like stepping-stones. I think my oldest sister, whose name is
Jerlean, she’s about ten years older than I, and … everybody, I’m number seven and there were
only four under me, so we were kind of like stepping stones. You know you just really didn’t pay
it that much attention. Three [were] miscarried and one died in the hospital after about three or
four days… Irma Jean.
CW-So what happened, how did James die in a tractor accident?
VW- James he was hands on. He loved driving my father’s tractor. At that time he had one of
those big John Deere tractors. [It had been raining] about three or four days and he had gone to
[dig] up a garden space for one of my Aunts and got stuck and the tractor just fell back. The
tractor just fell back on him and killed him.
CW-How did that affect the family?
VW-Uh you know we were very upset and you know it takes time to get over anybody’s death. It
was really rough on mom because that was her baby and it’s just taken a long time for all of us to
get over it; but much longer for her.
CW-So what was your relationship like with your parents?
VW-Oh well you know it’s kind of hard to say [because] you know as far as blacks we were not
you know so much as hands on. You [knew] your parents loved you but it wasn’t that mushy
kind of, you know, demonstrating the love by saying I love you or giving hugs and kisses. You
just kind of knew that. When I turned 17 I got saved and that made things much better for me
because you know even though they had a problem demonstrating their love and saying that they
loved you, I did not and I was able to… say it and show it and do the little things that I felt that
they wanted and desired. You know, no matter how old you are you never get too old for
somebody to tell you that they love you or to give you a hug or to give you a word of
encouragement. So, I was able to do that for them even though they had not, we had not grown
up doing those things
[Five minute forty second mark]
CW-Why do you think it was so hard for them to show that they loved y’all, or
demonstrate it?
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VW-black people didn’t do that. You know most blacks, I’m not going to say [all] black people,
but most blacks, most people in the 40s and 50s and especially blacks in the community they just
did not do it even though you knew how they felt. They just hadn’t grown up being mushy being
…saying it and stuff like that. I’m sure they did it when we were babies, like we do for most
babies, but as children get older you don’t tend to continue it.
CW- Do you think they were trying to prepare y’all for the same type of future or what
they experienced and try to protect you and know that you weren’t going to be babied
maybe?
VW- No, I think mom and dad both were very [optimistic]. Even though my father had gone to
school up until he was like [in] the 9th grade and my mother had gone into school, and this was
like in a 2-room schoolhouse. They wanted better for us educationally wise even though they
could not give us the best education. And growing up in the state of Mississippi, we were low [as
far] as education and [not having] the best books and materials … but they wanted better for us,
and they pushed us to not to have to work the fields or do stuff like that but to get an education.
CW-What kind of jobs did grandmamma and granddaddy have?
VW-Well my daddy he did all kinds of [things]. He was a little more of a, hands on [person]. He
was good with his hands, he farmed for a while; he grew hogs for a while. [As] far as income, he
made his own sawmill from… Lord, I don’t know what he made it from; you have to research
that part…
CW-Is that the sawmill y’all still go visit?
VW-Uh huh and so he cut wood and sold it to some of the lumber places [a]round there. [But]
none of those jobs really brought in the income for a man with ten children at home, well nine at
that time. So what, by me being number 7, my older brothers, which [there were] three of them,
they eventually got little jobs working for white people by mowing yards and stuff like that, so
that helped bring in some income. [But] back in the 50’s they went in the army, all three of them.
I think my daddy… he didn’t realize how good he was with his hands. He eventually taught
himself how to read blueprints and how to build houses, and I think [that] was back in 1970. [It]
was probably 1977 when he built his first house from [the] ground up. He had built our house but
you know, then it he didn’t really [have] the skills to know if he was doing everything [that
needed] to be done. But back in ’77 he sent away and got blueprints and built this house for this
schoolteacher in Jasper County from the ground up. And after that he kind of [took] off but then
you [have] to realize and understand that at that time he was in his 70s, so the longevity of really
being able to make good money wasn’t long because umm of his age when he got started.
10:11
And my mother, she worked as a domestic worker. …Momma was really good with her hands
also in that she could work in the fields but when she was working domestic she would cook and
clean house and some days she would clean two houses and some days she would clean three
houses and still be back home by … four or five o’clock in the evening. And she was just fast
with her hands but in 1970—probably around 1965 between ‘65 and ‘70 she started working at
Sanderson Farms. She was one of the first workers after they built that plant down there in
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Laurel. And she worked up until she had to go onto disability because of her back. She had a
crooked spine and she couldn’t stand up you know, but she was one of their better workers.
CW-So what kind of jobs did you have when you lived there?
VW-Oh when I was there I worked in the fields. One year daddy planted spinach so we cut and
cropped spinach and sold [it] to the canning plant down there in Laurel. Then you know I worked
picking cotton. I could never pick a lot of cotton just a little—enough to help buy some school
things. And then I did a couple of domestic jobs for a while but mostly my money came from
after I left Laurel.
CW-Where’d y’all pick cotton?
VW-Well daddy always had his cotton fields for…not my whole life but then we could be hired
out to whoever had cotton that needed picking. We picked by the pound.
CW-So where did you go to school? Or how did your parents try to ensure that you got an
education?
VW-Well, there were some missionaries, Rev. and Mrs. Stephen Lawrence and they had come
from Philadelphia, PA. They came and they brought the gospel to Laurel and Ellisville and
various settlements and a couple other communities. After getting saved I came to Atlanta, GA
and went to a little school that was predominantly black; but it was ran by some white
missionaries, Carver Bible College, and I got a BA degree in Bible.
CW-While in Laurel did you attend integrated schools?
VW-No. I graduated from Ellisville High School in 1968 and I think around 1967 or 1968 was
when they integrated schools there in Laurel. And my sister ‘Stella, was the only one out of ten
children that went to integrated schools. But … we started at Friendship School in the
community. It was one big room and two little small rooms, that’s where I went until I was like
in the second grade I think. And then we went to Mt. Olive Elementary School from 1st grade
through the 8th grade. That’s [where] the black people, kids from all the neighboring
communities, went there. And then after that from the 9th through the 12th grade we went to
Ellisville for high school.
CW-So did you leave Laurel—why did you leave Laurel to go to Atlanta?
VW-Well after I had gotten saved, the missionaries encouraged us to go to Bible school and we
could get a BA in Bible.
15 minutes elapsed
But you know at that time I was thinking more of being a missionary or a Bible teacher, so that’s
why I left Laurel and came to Atlanta. And that was just God’s leading because I don’t believe at
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that time that Laurel had any trade schools and I really needed a lot of help in going to a
traditional college.
CW-So you said you got saved when you were seventeen so religion has played a big part in
your life. How did that come about? Were your parents religious? Or…
VW-Well they were, mom and dad were religious but they were not saved, there’s a difference
now. A person can be religious but [not] have a personal relationship and at seventeen I received
a personal relationship with the Lord. I asked God into my life and He has since played a big
part. I don’t pray as much as I need to pray and I don’t read the Word as much as I … need to,
but I do believe with all my heart that some of the battles that I’ve gone through I couldn’t have
gone through them without God’s help.
(Remarks on her ironing, laughter between the both of us.)
CW-So were you the only one in the household who had gotten saved up to that point, Out
of your brothers and sisters?
VW-Yea. At seventeen, I was the first one to get saved and praise the Lord I can honestly say all
the girls I think have gotten saved. The guys I’m not sure about. It’s only three that [are] still
living, and I’m not sure about them, but God’s will is that none should perish but that all should
come to the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, and so I don’t know. …Some of them [are] just
religious and they don’t quite understand but I’m trying to live and teach in a way that they still,
if they haven’t gotten saved they can receive Christ.
CW-Umm talk a little bit about Friendship the Church. Did y’all go there?
VW-Friendship Church?
CW-Umm hum.
VW-Yea that was the only church and that was the school, Friendship School. Friendship School
in the community was the only school, the 1st school at that time they called it Hoy. Hoy
Community. And everybody went to Friendship Baptist Church and we went to Friendship
School. Now the community is named Friendship Community.
CW-So the church and the school were the same building?
VW-No, uh uh.
CW-Oh, okay.
VW-The church is where it is now and the school was right across the street.
CW-Oh, in that old abandoned house building?
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VW-No where all those houses and trailers are across the street, that’s where it was.
CW-That’s where the school was?
VW-Yea, all of that, wasn’t nothing on that side. You remember Mrs. Sally’s store?
CW-Uh huh.
VW-That was the only thing over there and the rest of it was the school property and that’s
where the school was. And back in the day, after the school moved to Mt. Olive, they sold that
property to Sonny Marsh, and—
CW-Who was that?
VW-The Marsh Family. That’s who’s staying over there.
CW-Oh okay.
VW-Yea.
CW-If you’re in Laurel or Hoy, whatever, you know we have the Center, umm what was
the purpose of the Center?
VW-The purpose of the Center… When Friendship school was still there, they could meet in the
school but the school back in the 1950’s and 60’s, they were not putting any insulation in those
buildings and it was just a big ole building and the children didn’t have anywhere to go to meet if
you didn’t meet in the church. And our family gave, I think it was at that time, two acres of land
to that community to build the Prater Center so that they could go and have classes there and
have quilting bees. They have family reunions, baby showers, bridal showers and things of that
sort, just somewhere where the people in the community could have somewhere to meet.
20:48
CW-You talk about how the family gave land, how, how much land does the family have in
Laurel, and how did they get it?
VW-uh, well, Stubby, the land that my family bought. We bought about between 80-100 acres
from Mr. Stubby. Umm a white guy who just lived across the tracks, and at the time my parents,
at the time they built that Prater Center the vision was to uh the vision was to have houses, to
develop the land in some sort. But because of finances and we haven’t been able to get the
funding that we desired we haven’t been able to do that. So, when the center needed a place to
meet, my family just decided because they didn’t have any other land, that they would donate the
land.
CW-How did uh granddaddy and them get the money to pay for it?
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VW-They just paid, everybody contributed what little bit they could and they paid it on a
monthly, and because of momma ability to always spend less than what she made, and she didn’t
make a lot of money, everybody just worked together and paid for the land.
CW-Everybody as in who?
VW-All the sisters and brothers and mostly momma.
CW-All of her sisters and brothers, Or y’all?
VW-My sisters and brothers.
CW-Yea, no, so how did y’all get the land that y’all live on?
VW-Oh, that was, when granddaddy and them came, I don’t know if they bought that land or
not, you’re going have to ask somebody older on that now.
CW-Yea cause didn’t they come from Smith County?
VW-Yea they came from Smith County. But I think back in those days—you got to remember
when they came from Smith County they could have been back in the 30s, late 30s early 40s, and
I don’t know if the land was just there and everybody just went down to the courthouse and paid
a little bit or what. That’s something that you would have to research.
CW- Umm so why did they leave Smith County to begin with?
VW-Well my understanding is that my great uncle, and I forgot his name. It wasn’t George. He
was buying up land. He was a young man, and he was working, I’m not sure what kind of work
he was doing, but he was buying land, and the whites told him he had already bought all the land
he needed, and that he couldn’t buy anymore land, they didn’t want him to buy anymore land,
but he kept buying it anyways. So they came and hung him and put him on my granddaddy’s
porch, his body, and they fled the community from Smith County and came down to Laurel,
cause they was afraid they was going to hang everybody.
CW-So does anybody know what happened to the land down in Smith County?
VW-Well according to the last time someone looked into it, it’s still in the Keys name but um
other than that we haven’t received any money or anything that from the land.
CW-How do you think that affected granddaddy?
VW-Oh, daddy was really, really bitter about that for a long time, because that was his, his uncle
and they were very close. I don’t think he, he just didn’t understand. He didn’t try to retaliate or
anything like that but it just really hurt him, that someone would actually kill you because they
didn’t want you to better yourself.
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CW-How old was he when it happened?
VW-Granddaddy I think he was about between 12 and 14 years old when they killed his uncle.
25:54
CW-Can you think of any specific instances when you were living in Laurel that you felt
racism or felt discriminated against because you were black?
VW-I think the only time I felt and were able to see and understand the racism was when it came
time for us to go to school and receive our books. And our books was really torn and tattered and
I must have been in high school almost before I got new books or some good used books. Most
of the books that we received were books that had been used by others.
CW-Well I know when I talk to people, and I talk about how I always used to visit
Mississippi, or we travel as a family and do different things like that people look at me
strange. Why do you think you and your siblings tried to stay together and foster a sense of
community, and be a family and [inaudible] your kids?
VW-Well I think really, when you look at other nationalities whether they are white, black, or
umm Chinese or other nationalities a family that stays together—a family that prays together
stays together. And I just think that it was just brought up in us that we needed to help each
other. And umm that’s what momma demonstrated; momma and daddy basically demonstrated
family works together. Because when we grew up there in the community, what one person had
killed a hog, everybody got some mean. If somebody had a garden and their garden came in first,
you were able to get fresh fruit, vegetables, or I remember Ant Cu, my aunt that lived in the
community, she had one daughter and she adopted a son. And if we ran out of sugar or butter or
something like that there we could always go and get it from our aunt. Because, the community
at that time pretty much consisted of family, whether they were my aunts or first cousins that’s
mostly what was in Hoy at the time, mostly family.
CW-Isn’t it still mostly family?
VW-No, it has grown a lot. It’s still probably about 50% family, you know some relation, but its
gone down a lot compared to back then.
CW-Umm so why would you say it’s important to keep family together and you keep these
traditions going, from your own perspective?
VW-I think, in order for any race of people, no matter what race of people or what color you are,
if we could work together uh and not worry about who gets the credit then you could accomplish
so much more. But if you’re so worried about and upset over what somebody else is doing and
you can’t work with them then you can accomplish much. Cause the Bible says, some water
some plant but God is the one who gives increase. So if that’s true, and I do believe it is true then
God gives different gifts. My gift might be just the gift of encouragement, while my sister’s gift
might be the gift of writing, whereas my brother’s gift might be the gift of service so it takes all
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these gifts in order to accomplish, or to meet your goals. And I think that’s when, when you see
people not demonstrating their gifts, no matter what the gifts is, then you going to see a
community that doesn’t work very well together.
30:27
CW-Okay well as I conclude this interview, I just have one more question. Wasn’t
grandma, she from Laurel too? Or where was she from?
VW-Well see grand-momma, we lived in Hoy community, their community which was over on
the other road, it was more like I don’t even know if it had a name. maybe Jerlean and them
know, but I know Calvin Paige, it wasn’t very many of them. Granddaddy lived over there and
Uncle Tarzan, not Tarzan, but uncle, boy what was that man name, I can see him, but they
wasn’t really a part of Hoy.
CW-Oh, so did you grow up knowing both sides of your grandparents?
VW-Oh, when I grew up granddaddy was still living…
CW-Which one? Which granddaddy?
VW-Momma’s daddy was still living and umm uh my step-grand momma was still living. My
daddy’s mother and father were both deceased by the time we came along. Cause my grandfather
after they left Smith County, he did not live too much longer before he died, after they came
from Smith County. And my grandmother she lived awhile, but she never remarried, and she
died not old, but rather young, Daddy’s momma. Cause Aunt Pressy Long, she stayed, she’s the
one who stayed in the family home.
CW-Where was the family home?
VW-Where their house was. They just tore it down and rebuilt it.
CW-Where?
VW-Right there, that same spot.
CW-Chuckling. Where’s the spot, I don’t know.
VW-Down. You know where Aunt Cu stayed?
CW-I think I remember yea.
VW-Well yea…
CW-Oh that was the house?
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VW-Yea.
CW-Well, this concludes interview one with my momma.
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2.4 Jerry Keys Interview One
This past summer, my family packed up and headed down to Laurel, Mississippi for a
family reunion. It’s a tradition that has been going on for at least twenty years where we all get
together in whatever state it is set in at the time and speak.
During this interview I am speaking with my Uncle Jerry about his life and his experiences.
Jerry Keys- JK
Chelsea Wright- CW
CW- Good evening, today is the 24 June 2012 my name is Chelsea Wright. I’m sitting here
in the home of my grandparents Howard and Idell Keys. I’m sitting here with my uncle
jerry and this is interview one.
How are you doing Uncle Jerry?
JK- I’m doing fine.
CW- Okay, umm can you tell me, state your full name for me
JK- My full name is Jerry Keys. I don’t have a middle name; it’s Jerry Keys.
CW- And what’s your date of birth?
JK- 11-30-44
CW- Okay, umm can you tell me a little bit about umm let’s start with your childhood. Tell
me a little bit about your parents.
JK- Well my parents Howard and Idell they were very good parents, uh—I was the third child of
the family. There was one I have a brother and a sister older than me, me, and umm we had to
work starting at a young age, but it was a lot of experience with it we learned a lot, and we did
things that we had to do. And umm it was almost like that was part of surviving, and it umm we
learned and we were willing to do because we knew by doing these things we had at an early age
a little spending money or whatever we would be able to go to the store and pick up a pop, I
mean to us that was something else umm even on Sundays when you when we left Sunday
school we were able to have a few extra pennies to be able to go across to the store and buy a
few extra things that was that was good you see and if you couldn’t do things somehow to make
an extra 50 to 25 cents there’s no way that we could afford these things and umm sometimes you
know there was always a season for everything. During the summertime—the first part of the
summer was spring blackberries we would pick berries and sell them and all kinds of other
things fruit and stuff and Christmas time we would go into the woods and cut down Christmas
trees and sell them at a young age we would do that and that was just a way of surviving.
CW- Who did you do that with? Your brothers or friends—
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JK- Brother and umm my oldest brother Howard, we called him Ti-wi and umm I had a cousin
who was a little older than myself, and my other brother under me we would just be along with
him and I can remember the times we were probably no older than umm seven years old we had
walked about three, four miles they had a (inaudible 408) we walked there and asked if there was
any kind of work we should do to make some money and a guy there wanted some of the
workers there gave us a quarter and umm we walked back with the quarter and it was hot so we
stopped at the store and bought a couple of drinks and shared it and we just did things like that.
CW- So, how many siblings did you have total?
JK- Ah it was ten of us. Ten of us five bros including myself and five sisters.
(Interview was temporarily interrupted while another family member came into the room. I had
to reintroduce the train of thought.)
Five minutes elapsed.
CW- So you said it was ten of y’all five brothers five sisters? How was that household
dynamic with ten kids all in one house?
JK- Well that was ahh I can’t say that was an experience it was hard because everybody all of
my aunts and uncles that lived around us lived in the community all of us had large families like
that and three or four sleeping in one bed you know we thought that was normal we didn’t look
at that as being too many in one bed when it was cold we only had one heater and we called that
the pop belly heater it was always in in one room and when you left that room during the winter
time it would be cold and you would have all kinds of sheets and stuff on the bed and it was
always a lot and then when momma cooked I mean she would always have pans of biscuits I
mean we ate a lot of bread cornbread and stuff and it was always just a huge pot of whatever it
was always enough of beans and peas and things she cooked and its was just a way of life it was
a lot of us you know nowadays you would think of it yet everybody had something to do and ahh
we pretty much thought that we—we knew we were poor—we knew we didn’t have anything but
we always ate enough and going back to as far as I can remember.
I probably I don’t remember when we didn’t have electric lights. I mean there were families
within the community that had lanterns for lights they didn’t have electric but we always had
electric lighting and I think back at that time sometime the monthly bill was less than a dollar but
I never we have never been without electricity because of not having the money to pay the bill
the electric bill. And we had a phone way back in the 50s and to live in the country that’s pretty
good living down here and I could never remember umm our phone being shut off because of
lack of payment and things like that and tv and we had a pretty good life it was a lot of us and
momma and daddy always told us to go to school go to school go to school no matter what you
get up in the morning and you eat and you get out there on the bus and you go into the
community and you go to school and we looked at it as a way out, going to school getting our
diploma was a way out of being able to have some of the things we saw other people with that
lived way out of the community.
CW- So what kind of jobs did grandma and granddaddy have?
	
  

106	
  

JK- Well back then it was really, really hard I can remember momma working for two dollars a
day and you would think how can you do anything with 2 dollars, but that’s what’s she was
making sometimes she was making a little more than one dollar.
Ten minutes elapsed.
And my daddy he was a very smart man he could do almost anything and he went down well he
ordered him a sawmill through the (row) book (can’t make out word10:23) and we was real
young at that time and I mean real young, and he put that sawmill together it was like three a
three man sawmill, three people should operate this sawmill and he cut lumber for a lot of people
in the community and a lot of people outside of the community and umm sometimes he would go
down in the woods and cut the trees down then he would load them on the truck and bring them
to the sawmill and then he would cut them into lumber but to us that was a good experience
because we were driving tractors and things like that probably when we were eight years old and
umm helping daddy at the sawmill or whatever and making a few dollars we knew if we were
going to go to school and wear decent clothes we would have to go out and help daddy things
like that to make a few dollars.
CW- So umm where did you go to elementary school?
JK- We went to elementary school, we had a school in the community called the friendship
school. And umm for me, I attended that school until I completed the 8th grade I graduated from I
graduated at the school and it was like a community school we walked there and our parents and
other family members in the community worked so hard to try and keep this school in the
community cause when I was at friendship school, when I graduated from that school 8th grade it
was only five in the 8th grade one teacher had a she just she taught here she taught more than one
class so—it was nice for us we learned and they told us how important it was to go to school and
try to do well and things like that and it was we just we enjoyed it we enjoyed it.
CW- So where did you go to high school?
JK- I went to high school back after I graduated from elementary they set all the schools in the
county into one and that’s where it was umm at that time the schools were segregated so all the
blacks had to be bussed down across about twenty miles to go to school and that was that was
pretty hard it was at that time it was down from—hoping that or trying to make it that us to get a
better education or whatever, because they built a new school but they didn’t put anything in the
school. They wanted everybody to look at this school.
15 minutes elapsed
They wanted all the blacks to say look at this school this beautiful school now we have a
gymnasium cause we ain’t never had things like this before and we it was supposed to do
something for our minds I guess that we were supposed to think that this is just really good for us
but we didn’t really have anything in those school to help us with the laboratories or whatever.
They had a lab set up for us with nothing in it. So it was just a school and it was pretty rough it
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was a long ride but we went. We went everybody went to school pretty much everyday I mean
you had to have a reason just not to go to school and I hear now about kids that just drop out of
school just for lack of interest or whatever, but I don’t think any of us ever thought of anything
like that I mean for us we knew that we had to go and get at least a diploma back then it wasn’t
so much how much you knew but if you had at least a high school diploma at least it was a
stepping stone and umm we everybody went it was a few that never had a football team before
then and there was a very few that went to school just to play football, only went to school
during football season, and then they wouldn’t come back. Overall everybody went to school
everyday at least to try and get a diploma and we just looked forward to that.
CW- Well you kind of have the perfect Segway, because you talk about how you went to a
segregated school, right now I’m reading this book called the last days, and it’s about this
guy who moves to laurel when he’s like 9 because his dad, he’s a white man, because his
dad got a pastoring job like downtown of what I want to say is a Presbyterian Church.
And he talks about he moved from Alabama to laurel and they really didn’t know anything
about it and the book is kind of like him realizing his dads reconciliation with the fact that
he’s in Laurel and he’s a pastor and yet there’s all this racial tension going on and he has a
congregation who he knows are members of the KKK or citizens council and he talks about
how umm right downtown they had a Sambo amusement company umm which was the
forefront for the KKK’s headquarters for this umm part of part of Mississippi and then he
talks about how the citizens council had a real strong hold and it made me think umm—
what was I guess the climate, the racial atmosphere did you ever did somebody treat you
like did you ever feel racism directly, or was it just you knew about it and you knew things
were going on but you never experienced it. What’s your take?
JK- Well I think all of us most of us experienced it if not everyday it was almost like it, it was
you knew it was there and it was there because it was like (a few seconds pause) I mean it was
nothing to be called a for someone to call you a N- name or whatever and sometimes you could
hear that name I’ve heard those names I’ve heard quote a few names that were used at people
like Mexicans and people from Poland or whatever but there is some people can use those names
and you can almost feel the hate that they have for you— you know when they use those terms
Twenty minutes have elapsed.
And if and you’re having to work for these people and I mentioned us having to work at a young
age, and I can remember the time my brother and I the one that’s under me we were down it was
hot it was close to 100 degrees and we were real young probably 12 years old and maybe
younger than that we used to walk down the highway everyday asking people if they had any
work that we could do, cutting grass pulling weeds, anything like that and I mean sometimes we
would knock on the door and the people would come to the door and they would use some strong
language I mean me myself and others I mean we would leave really, really hurt id knock on
doors and they come to the door and say when no, and say you know you’re knocking at the
wrong door, you come to the back door when you come to my house. You know and it was and
we’d hear those terms all the time and I mentioned my brother and I was working and we finally
got this man to say okay we’ll let you help us, help me working in the yard and he actually
(inaudible 21:56) help us with some cold water. He told us to just sit down for a minute and relax
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and he’s going to go get some cold water, and the lady said who do you mean, them little rats?
You want me to give some water to them? And terms like that we heard all the time, all the time.
And having my momma to only making 2 dollars a day and the people that she’s working for
their kids young kids 3 4 5 years old calling her by her first name and you know just no respect
we didn’t have no choice we didn’t have nobody to umm to umm get us out of that situation
except trying to go to school and hope that things would get better.
And I guess in your mind sometimes you can be treated so that it changes your attitude about the
way that you are supposed to be treated because you it’s almost like you’re brainwashed, like
hey this is who I am that’s who I am so I have to accept these things and we just umm we did it
and it was tough it was tough and I went into the service when I was 19 years old and that was
just a big change it was a change I didn’t I hadn’t experienced any change like they had there.
But growing up down here going to school picking cotton or whatever we knew that was the
only way that we could have a future, all of us.
Twenty-five minutes elapsed
And without having money to buy school clothes things like that being able just to go to the store
and buy a dink or whatever a pop, if you didn’t have any money, our parents didn’t just have
money they were saying they should do is feed all of us and we knew we had to do these things
to help ourselves.
CW- So right after high school you went into the military?
JK- Yea, I went to the military right after high school. I went to college for one year and after
that year was up in college I was drafted on into service and back then it was still I saw a big
change in things when I went in service but I found myself out driving from one base to the next
base and sometimes I just a person really forgets that a person really forgets that you’re supposed
to go around to the back of and you walk into a restaurant and you walk around to the front door
and they tell you right away, you won’t be served in here you go around to the back window and
then again and sometimes when people say things like that and you, you not really expecting it
you’re not ready for it your mind is not umm there it’s not letting you know that this is the way it
is you done forgot so fast, but umm everything was an experience everything when we I take life
back then as a very big learning experience umm you wished everybody would learn and respect
other people or how to treat other people but umm sometimes you think that well no they it’s just
too much hate it’s just too much hate but umm (five second pause).
I went into the military and I— I tried to do things that I enjoyed doing and that was that was
better for me but see I— I was raised down here in the country and I watched the news all the
time and I realized that if you worked sometimes as survival and I see these programs on TV
about childhood labor laws and whatever and to me it’s when you poor and don’t have any
money for a community I mean that that’s really that’s really bad and you see them working in
those factories but down in your heart you know that those kids are probably making more
money than their parents are making somebody probably helped them get that job. Cause there’s
no money nowhere for some ethnic groups of people some groups of people for them it’s umm
it’s what’s left you know and I look at it and to me I’m saying this is just new, it’s not really like
that here cause when I was growing up and when I ran up to the cotton shop to ask the guy if I
could go and pick cotton and he says well you’re too young you can’t go I would be really hurt.
	
  

109	
  

Thirty minutes elapsed
My momma would be really hurt to if she knew I could go out and work and make a few dollars
and that would be good but umm it’s umm sometimes people don’t understand when money is
not there its not there.
CW- So where did you go to college? For that year?
JK- I went to college that year at Prince Institute that’s a small junior college about fifty miles
from here fifty miles west of here I went to college for that one year and I was drafted into the
service.
CW- What branch?
JK- I was drafted into the Army but even then you you’d sit and see how life feels I was trying to
help myself but within years each child or whatever is given a shoulder what they called you can
only draft so many number of people into service and they the military in this area was getting
their number of people from the black community and from the, the real poor white community
and I I tried to get a deferment because I was in school and I— I— I just had gotten out of school
for the summer and two weeks after I had gotten out of school to go and the lady umm I had told
her that I was in school I had a deferment to stay in school as long as I was in school and she said
umm you can go to school in service you know and this was in June and from June this was in
this was in June of ‘65 and November of ‘65 I was in war but it didn’t matter she was saying that
no you can go to school when you’re in service but I knew that all they wanted is to get the
number of people that they were required to draft for that month.
And umm— sometimes that can really change your life umm having to go through something
like that and then you go to where all your life is just so turned around you can never retract and
you can never put yourself back to going to where you want to do or going to do at the time and
you’re just trying to make the best of it so umm I seen so much like that in my life but it always
looked like it was something still can happen that can be better if, if a person if they stay focused
and which I did but it was still something that I just made the best of
CW- were you the only person in the family that had to go to Vietnam?
JK- No, I was the umm—
Thirty-five minutes elapsed.
I had two other brothers they went to Vietnam I was the first one to go to viet my youngest bro
under me at the time Eugene he went into service the yr before I did but he was overseas
somewhere else at the time and they only should allow to have one relative brother or next of kin
brother or sis in the warzone at the same time so I was there and after I left he was there and after
he left my youngest brother I mean my oldest brother he went, so all three of us we went. And
again you know you see in you learn a lot about life umm by by things that happened you know
sometimes it’s not what you read about it’s what you actually see that’s real life, that’s real life, I
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mean people that in control or whatever they benefit from umm from small people so being born
and raised in the south going into service they realize I mean that makes a person see and realize
that umm it’s seems that your purpose in life is just to serve you know and it’s not to have a lot
of money or whatever because sometimes people look at you and say what you asking for a raise
and you mean you want this and you want that you not supposed to have those things those
things are not for you they are not they are not really made for you know those things are for
real people your job is to make it, make it happen and serve and so you see all of that and you
realize that you realize that
CW- So how long were you in Vietnam, ‘til the end of it?
JK- I was in there for one year I was in Vietnam for one year?
CW- Did you stay in the military after that?
JK- Yea, I went back into the military I was in there the first time I was in Vietnam I worked
what you call well I can say I had a lot of experience working with corpses, bodies, that was my
job I was trained to umm take care of the corpses to identify them to do everything to them I did
dental shots I did everything that was my job I’ve seen so many umm things the bad side of war
that I really know I really know that people and sometimes with that you see so much of it then
you wonder what are you looking at you’re not really looking at a human being anymore because
in your mind its just its not like that but umm and then it makes you wonder you know who’s
there who’s there I’ve seen so much of it you wonder who’s here you know and umm—
Forty minutes elapsed.
And you wonder (five second pause) you realize that it’s this is for you this is your job to make it
better for the rest of the world so you see so much of it everyday every day I mean bodies,
bodies, bodies, bodies— young bodies and you realize that umm that’s just umm it may be better
than somebody else, that your life is we used to joke when I was in the service, a guy says you
know turn the tv on, you’re not supposed to want anything now you have one colored tv and you
want two (laughs) you’re not supposed to have these things these things are not for you, your job
is to make these things and I looked at him and I you know to me it’s just a good experience, I
just wish that maybe I shouldn’t say I wouldn’t say id be lying to say the whole world is just
messed up but there’s so much hate for one another there’s a lot of evil people in the world. But
you met the KKK in Mississippi in Laurel, there’s a lot of good white people in Laurel and I
think they were more afraid of the KKK (laughs) than me, so umm cause they had to do
whatever the KKK said too and umm it you know that there’s a lot of good people but sometimes
you see so much you see so much and it makes you wonder
CW- So after you got out the service what did you do
JK- well I went to Detroit I went to Detroit and I wanted to finish my college career but I went to
Detroit and started working for the Chrysler corporation I— enjoyed working there making
decent money, but just getting out of the service and just getting out of Vietnam I wasn’t
prepared for sometimes going into the service, it’s almost like you hear people talking when they
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go to prison, sometimes the change can be so dramatic that you just can’t handle it at the time
and I umm I think I was it was too much for me umm getting out and a lot I saw then and people
couldn’t understand me and I couldn’t understand them even that’s wanting to know you went
into service, you should have been here fighting with us and it was like I had control of my of
what I did then I either had to go to war or go to jail and it’s like now I got to answer to
everybody and nobody likes me because I went to war and blacks didn’t like me cause I should
have been here fighting you know and that was a little too much for me.
And I married and I was married for two and a half, no I was married for five years, I was
married for five years.
Forty-five minutes elapsed
And it was too much for my wife and everybody to handle at that time my problems my war
problems and stuff so I ended up going back in service and I wanted to make a career out of it
and I enjoyed it very much but I ended up getting back out which I’m glad I did but I just looked
at it all as being a learning experience and to me it’s like everyday you just live and you learn
and you can learn something everyday and I just happy I was able to make it through so much
umm and in such a hard time and was still able to make it well enough to enjoy family to enjoy
my nieces nephews like you and to see you know people realizing that there’s a chance there is a
chance you work hard you work hard and you can survive and do well and that’s important that’s
important and you realize that you can go out and make money and that’s not important it’s just
trying to learn and learn how to balance different situations money finances or whatever that will
only get you there. So I just I just—
CW- Well umm, as we’re kind of winding down this interview I think it’s a central focus
well what I thought this project that I’m compiling was going to be about was that I’m so
interested in family history and since I’ve always been surrounded by family. You know,
coming back to Laurel and it’s what you do you know you’re around your aunties and
uncles, your grandparents your cousins and— I just a lot of people who I had to interview
with for classes or who I ‘ve talked to about they always think its strange they’re like wait
you always go back to your grandma’s house you know how many times a year and they’re
like do you know all your cousins and I’m like no there’s too many of us (laughs). And I’m
like well you know I have cousins ranging from infants to 80 years old you know it’s just all
these facets of family but you know as I’ve been developing this project I’ve been thinking
about how unique the Hoy community within laurel is in itself and I just wonder why you
know you continue coming back and you know bringing your family back trying to ensure
that your kids and grandkids and nieces and nephews like know where we came from and
just had the sense of family fostered within us ?
JK- Umm well the reason I come back and bring my family back even though I went away I still
call this home and maybe I’m long umm shouldn’t feel or think the way I do this is umm this is
probably close to as close to south Africa. As they’re going to get and that’s in Mississippi. You
have so much experience here if we can grasp all the experience and learn that right on here and
how you can take a community of people that’s willing to try and make a community even with
the small friendship school to, to umm fight these people—
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Fifty minutes elapsed
We don’t want you to move this school I don’t want you to move this school our kids need this
school and to do all of this and to have a land your land you work your land and to just to see
umm my whole community that umm with so much love you know certainly from family you,
you fill up around imagine like with yourself and who you are you one of my cousins too and
everywhere you look you see well how can my wife looks at me and—some people have never
had the experience in just one community with umm five or six families of people and yet
everybody has the same goals in life you know and you wonder about sometimes people don’t
take the time or whatever when I was growing up here we only had we had the church the one
Sunday out of a month they have what you have they have the pastor there the only other three
Sundays in only Sunday school and sometimes people say well it’s not all about a religious it’s
about that’s nice, but it’s about, you really realize that we only had that had a Sunday school and
I tell my wife and people today sometimes its best for in Sunday school we learned something
about ways of governing their lives about the basic ways that about love or whatever and to grow
up in a community you see all of that you know you see people going to Sunday school their kids
going to Sunday school and they internalize this by love by love I guess we never thought that
there would be a religious struggle one day in the schools would say this should be in the schools
that shouldn’t be in the schools for a struggle in some way to say that we should really reach a
true understanding about the basics, right and wrong and I think that and a lot of people just
think that they don’t get that yet and yet they haven’t taken that time where they could have
grown up in a community and know that they had brothers sis cousins somebody that umm
wasn’t so diff than them but maybe a few things maybe that would help them in their own lives
you know so that’s—that’s been a good experience to me I’ve always bring my kids back here
and my grandkids (chuckles) and anybody that loves it and keep coming back here and stuff so
all of that we find out we probably have gone to more places than the average person you know
but because it’s so important to let your family see the other side of everything you know so they
will know because umm life isn’t easy life wasn’t meant to be easy but life is meant to be a
challenge.
Fifty five minutes elapsed.
And If you never challenge anything and you don’t know because you challenge it and it came
out good but you don’t know why you came out good because of the work or whatever you put
into it not because of you got 200 thousand dollars in your pocket but because of the feeling you
have for the work that you have that I can do just as well as anybody I might not get paid like the
other person gets but you know down in your heart that you can do it and because I I had that
was a big experience for me, I had grown up around here in Mississippi growing up going into a
segregated school and visiting other places and people would ask me questions my age and
where you went to school and oh these kids are nice and you wonder well im not dumb anyway
(chuckles) well maybe I can do it, maybe it might take me longer to learn what they know or
whatever but I can learn and everybody should realize that if you work hard you can take your
family and see the other side so you know and then you can come back home and you can realize
where you came from cause we all came from here with hard work.
CW- Well, umm is there anything else you would like to add?
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JK- no, I’m I just umm I’m really glad that you are taking the time to do this project you know it
brings out a lot too it makes you think about this community and about the chances of of survival
for this community for the people of the community my relatives and everybody else you know
and umm I just think everything is going to be alright
CW- Well thank you so much for doing this interview, if I think of anything else, ill come
back and do another one.
JK- Okay.
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2.5 Jimmie Keys Interview One
This interview was conducted with my Uncle Jimmie Keys in the home of my Auntie
Vera Mae Keys at the family reunion in July. In this interview, I tried to learn his perspective on
how he grew up, the racial climate of Mississippi, and why he values his experiences here.
JK-Jimmie Keys
CW-Chelsea Wright
CW-Good afternoon today is the 29th of July 2012, and I’m sitting in the home of Vera
Keys in Laurel, Mississippi. I’m sitting her with my uncle Jimmie Keys and this is
interview one.
Good afternoon. How you doing Uncle?
Can you sate your full name for me?
JK- Jimmie Dale Keys.
CW- And what’s your date of birth?
JK- 8th Month 17th day ’52.
CW- Can you tell me a little bit about where you’re from?
JK- I’m from Laurel, Mississippi. I was born— I was born in Laurel, umm raised in the Hoy
community of Hoy. What you want to know about mother? My mother—
CW- Tell me a little bit about everybody.
JK- Okay, my mother was Idell Keys. My father was Howard Keys, and I’m the son of a of what
do I want to say, umm, it was ten of us all together, and I’m the third kid of Idell and Howard
Keys. And now we was raised here in Hoy and went school at Mount Olive umm, and I
graduated at Roosevelt high school. And, I left from umm, I stayed here in Hoy until I was
seventeen, and I moved to Detroit— and umm which I’m still in Detroit right now. I started
working at a Ford Motor Company, and I left Ford Motor Company, and I started my own
business as an interior decorator which umm that’s what I am now, and umm hopefully in the
next couple years I’ll be retired.
CW- So what made you go to Detroit?
JK- Well, the reason I went to Detroit was the reason of lack of work here in Mississippi. You
know— you know umm wasn’t able to find any work, so at that time there was umm work was
plentiful in Detroit, in Michigan, so I left here to go to Michigan to find work. And umm that
was the main reason I left here you know. Actually I didn’t really want to leave Mississippi, but I
had no choice at that time ‘cause work was so scarce here that. Umm most of my brothers and
sisters that’s what we had to do in order to find any find work. Umm— (voice trials off)
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CW- So can you tell me a little bit about Hoy, like what the community was like when you
were growing up?
JK- Well the community was— was a was a nice place to be at that time umm it was a it was
nice place to raise your kids at that time and umm and umm had some fun times here in Hoy.
Umm I umm enjoyed you know playing and you know as far as you know umm we had lots of
things to do, woods camping, and umm it was stuff like that you know camping and you know
we just had a real fun childhood here in Hoy. Which it was a lot of prejudices here you know.
Umm the white peoples didn’t treat us, you know, like far as umm like the books that that we
had that was books that they umm passed down to us, they’re old books, you know we didn’t
have the new books.
5 minutes elapsed
Get the white people old books you know as far as and you know that’s one thing that I didn’t
like Mississippi, and umm, but umm, other than that it was a fun place to be at that time as far as
up here in Hoy up on the hill you know with the land that we had you know and stuff like that.
CW- So, did you ever feel racism directly to you or was it always indirect? Like all that
books that y’all got, do you ever think of anything like in Laurel or that happened to you
personally when you were growing up?
JK- Well, umm not only personally, but it happened to most of all of us you know.
CW- What are some examples?
JK- Example is umm if a white person came to pick you up for work, you would always have to
ride in the back seat of the car, you know, and umm, and when umm you worked for them
lunchtime they always fed you on the outside. You weren’t allowed to come on the inside to eat,
and umm it was a lot of I say, umm, people talking about terrorism, I think it was more terrorism
back then than it is now, in a sense, because we grew up with terrorism. White people terrorizing
us; couldn’t walk the roads at night you know if you walked the roads you’d have to watch
yourself. They might come by and throw something out that can hit you, which I have
experienced a friend, he was walking the road one night and a car [full of] white people came by
and threw a bottle out and it hit him. He almost bled to death, you know. And umm it’s just lots
of crazy stuff that happened. And umm like— umm when we was— like the white buses use to
pass our school. They [the white children on those buses] used to come by and umm throw paper
out on our school grounds, and just cut up paper you know and just throw it out the window on
our school grounds and, and umm just crazy stuff. Call us Niggers and stuff like that you know.
So it was kind of tough you know and umm and I didn’t quite get over that you know.
But umm other than that Hoy was a, a fun place to be yup it was a fun place to be.
CW- Did grandma and granddaddy ever talk to you about or talk to y’all about race or
give their feelings on it or tell y’all how to act or anything like that?
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JK- Well yea, yea— she always say, say yes and no to white peoples you know which at the time
they were saying yes sir and no sir to them but they always taught us to say yes and no. But, they
knew that they would have to do that in order to you know keep things you know keep things
going as for as umm you know umm how would you want to say that umm I guess they didn’t
really want us to grow up saying yes sir and no sir to white people of course like some white
people were much younger than we were much younger than they were and they were saying yes
sir and no sir to them you know. And they didn’t want us to grow up, grow up like that. They
wanted us to just say yes and no. yes or no, so we pretty much did that you know. And umm and
umm it was it was some good white people all white people wasn’t bad it was some good white
people were I have been to white peoples houses and worked for them and they say come in you
know and they would sit us down at the table and feed us and stuff like that and they would umm
you know we would ride home you know they would take us home and we would have to ride in
the back seat but most of the time we would have to ride in the back seat and umm and umm
they didn’t treat us that way you know
Ten minutes elapsed.
And umm it’s— it’s I still have some bad, bad thoughts about that right now you know
CW- Bad thoughts like what?
JK- Umm like umm one night I was coming from laurel in my car I was like 16 years old and
umm a gang of white guys had pulled up behind me and forced me off the road and when I got
out of my car and they approached me with chains and umm tire irons and and they forced me to
leave my car you know and then when I I flagged down a policeman a police officer and told
him about it instead of him investigating what I said he took me to jail you know it’s crazy stuff
you know yea—and umm he never did go to investigate what I had told him you know and you
know and umm at the age of 16 that was kind of something that would stick with you you know
stuff like that you know and it’s a lot of crazy stuff that has happened to us you know.
CW-What are the crazy things you know cause I know I don’t really hear about examples
of things happening to the family to like uncles and aunties and stuff like that so I can’t
really wrap my mind about around it.
JK- Yea—but umm I was able to deal with it but umm the first chance I got, and that’s when I
left, that wasn’t the main reason I left, the main reason I left was there wasn’t no work here and
you know that forced me to move to the to move to the north, you know, and umm and umm the
hard thing about it is umm you know we always had their old books and stuff like that you know
and umm and I didn’t get the education I could have gotten if they would have treated us as
equals you know and it’s tough you know
CW-So where’d you go to, what all schools did you go to?
JK- Well I went to Mount Olive that was in umm went there and umm that’s where I went to
umm for grade school Mount Olive then I left mount olive and umm I went to Roosevelt and
that’s where I graduated out of Roosevelt High School. But umm I did have some fun times here
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in Mississippi, I did have some fun times but those are only the bad times that I can think of you
know but they always constantly called us Niggers and stuff like that you couldn’t go anywhere
and a white person wouldn’t call you a nigger. And umm but umm I don’t know but umm
Mississippi have changed a lot since the you know you know you don’t see that now matter of
fact Mississippi is in some what its better than the north you know.
CW- How so?
JK- Umm because if a white person don’t like you down here they will let you know that they
don’t like you.
Fifteen minutes elapsed.
But, in the north, if a white person don’t like you, you know they will smile in your face and then
they will stab you in your back. But if a white person down here don’t like you they gone let you
know right up front you know like either they don’t want to be bothered with you know and so
but umm that’s the you know that’s the reason I figured the north is umm in somewhat umm in—
its more racist in the north now than it is in the south, seems like because you don’t know the
like I said they they’ll smile in your face and then they’ll stab you in your back and
CW- So I’ve talked to Uncle Jerry and my mom and stuff like that and they talked about
when you were growing up y’all used to go to Mrs. Sally’s store and umm have different
things like that to do so like when you were younger how would you describe Hoy to
somebody who has no idea, like yea I kind of know where laurel is but has no idea what the
hoy community is?
JK- Umm, how would I describe Hoy? Umm (long pause) what you’re saying like umm— umm
how would I describe hoy in what way? What you mean like in what way?
CW- what does Hoy mean to you I mean it’s strange like I tell people I’m coming down to
come to you know small town Mississippi to come visit and chill with the family, and they
look at me like y’all do that? Like what attracts you to keep coming back or you know
JK- Oh , community . you know community. I guess people, well back everybody here in hoy is
kin to you know is kin peoples. You know you feel more comfortable and umm and umm and
Hoy was the type of place that everybody shared everything with each other you know. You
know like if we killed the hog or something like that we would umm give one of our neighbors
some of the meat and you know stuff like that and umm it was a community of everyone loving
one another you know what I mean? Yea you know you don’t see that you know and umm lots
of places people helping one another like regardless of like we didn’t have lots of money but the
thing about it like if an uncle don’t the road had something that we needed he would love—he
would share it with us you know so that made us feel like you know like we wasn’t alone and
you know when you know in the struggle you know of you know making it you know cause we
was all you know together as one you know helping one another you know doing certain things
like regardless of what it is if you need help umm doing anything you know you can always call
on a neighbor and they will come and help you know, so you know and umm matter a fact. Umm
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Hoy was a umm most neighborhoods they looked they looked up as Hoy as umm as a place that
peoples you know loved one another you know like other communities had lots of umm fighting
amongst umm their neighbors and stuff like that but you didn’t hear stuff like that in Hoy. You
know you know and now you know it’s a lot of crazy stuff that’s happening in Hoy now, but
back then it wasn’t none of that that was going on. So you know and umm and Laurel was a fun
place to be at that time you know as far as going to town and umm and umm that’s when you get
a chance to meet peoples you know from other communities and classmates on a Saturday cause
town at that time was by it being a small place, that’s where everybody came on the weekend.
Twenty minutes elapsed
You know to shop and to just to mingle you know mingle you know but you don’t see that now
because downtown is kind of like a ghost town but at that time we had about four diff movie
theatres, to be a small town you wouldn’t think—had about 4 diff types of movie theatres matter
a fact other towns nearby was coming to Laurel to umm to party and whatever you know even
Hattiesburg and meridian next door they was coming to Laurel. So laurel was a was a fun place
to be back then you know but umm so that’s all—
Umm that’s what I would think Hoy—And another thing I liked about Hoy back then we used to
play in the woods a lot because it’s a lots to do as far as like we used to go in the woods and pick
different types of berries like plums umm blackberries umm what mulberries, and at that time the
wood was so clear and clean you know that’s where we spent a lot of time in the woods where it
was shady like the hot days like today we would go in the woods and have fun. Like the big tall
pine trees and umm didn’t have all that undergrowth you know and, and it’s just it was just nice
place to be you know you know yea— so what else you think you want
CW- like that I think I look around and I see the hill and all the land and everything and I
guess it’s been an integral part of the family you know we all come you know we chill at the
house we all roam the land I remember just walking down everywhere what’s the
significance of the land to the family, to have all of these acres and stuff like that?
JK- Well it makes you feel like you know like say makes you feel like you like you are rich in a
way you know once you have this land it’s you know and it makes you feel like gives you a
sense of a sense of freedom up here you know cause you got your own land you ain’t got to like
some neighborhoods they stay on white people’s land and you have to answer to them you know
but when you’re up her you’re kind of like you know it’s kind of like freedom you know I mean
can’t nobody tell you know umm what to do as far as owning your own land you know and umm
just makes you feel well I wouldn’t say rich but you know makes you feel like you, you own a
piece of the American dream you know. By owning land because lots of people you tell that you
know we own land here in Mississippi and they be wondering why did you leave cause lots of
people was share croppers on white people land you know what I mean and they say well why
did you leave Mississippi and y‘all owned all this land but umm they can’t understand the reason
because they was the money just wasn’t there as far as doing some of the things you really
wanted to do and I wasn’t really planning on being up north that long just long enough to
accumulate enough money so I can come back you know and you know start my own little
business or whatever but once you get up there and get hooked on doing certain things and
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before you know it ten years have went by, twenty years have went by and I’m still trying to
make it back here you know yea— I’m still trying to come back but umm
Twenty five minutes elapsed.
CW- So do you know how we got the land?
JK- Umm yea I heard that umm the way that we got the land is umm now Jerlean will probably
tell you umm tell you a little bit more about how we got the land than I can because I’ve heard a
couple stories that that umm my uncle like umm the guy that was talking in church today,
Thomas like umm they hung one of my father’s uncles cause he was buying he kept buying land
he kept buying land and they told him you know to quit buying land you know and he wouldn’t
and they hung him and then when they hung him and then they umm my umm my father’s umm
my father’s father or something like that came back here and bought land here in jones county
but I think we left bout 500 acres up there in umm up there in umm what was that Bay Springs?
Bay Springs had about 500 acres up there—
CW- So what happened to the land up there?
JK- Umm I don’t really know. I know one of my cousins from New Orleans they was, that was a
few years back, they was talking about looking into it and trying to get that land back but I don’t
know if we will ever be able to get that land back but I don’t know you know umm Jerlean
probably knows about it than I do, well I know she knows more about it than I do but that’s the
reason that’s how we end up here in Hoy and umm and umm I don’t exactly know how many
acres they bought here in Hoy but most of wasn’t but bout two three families here in Hoy that
wasn’t Keys’. The lady that owned the store and bout two other peoples and umm most of all the
land was in Hoy was owned by Keys’ you know most of all the land here in Hoy was owned by
Keys. But umm yea umm to own land it just gives you a sense of a feeling that you have a piece
of the American dream you know to own—own something you know
CW- In the community did the church did friendship church play a significant role in any
part
JK- Did Friendship Church?
CW- Or any church in general?
JK- Umm, yea I think so. Yea I think so. Because the church was the place that you could go and
umm that would help you if you needed help you know like with anything cause a lots of times
and umm if we didn’t have money to do certain things, the church would we would borrow
money from the church it was kind of like you didn’t have to go to the bank to get the money
that you need like you know like if you need money to pay a bill or something like that and the
bill had to be paid you go to the church and they would give you the money and you would just
pay the money back to the church, you wouldn’t have to pay no interest or nothing. Go to the
church and then say well I need this money and umm they would let you have it and you would
just pay the church back a monthly or whatever you know that was the good part about it you
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know you know and umm momma used to do that all the time borrow money from the church
you know and umm they didn’t mind as much as you would take because they knew that you
would pay it back
Thirty minutes elapsed.
You would pay it back so you know we was poor but you know we was able to make it by you
know we was all you know all that we was all kind of like as one at that time you know the
community was all as one you know regardless if you need something you know or umm a piece
of meat or whatever like we kill a hog or anything we gone give an uncle down the road some or
whoever that need you know some meat or whatever
30:35
so— that’s how we really just made it. And umm and well umm at least we had food to eat.
Well, I’ve heard of other communities they didn’t—umm I talked to a lady a few months ago
who was from Mississippi, and they stayed on white people’s land and they said it was like 12 of
them and they had to share one chicken you know they didn’t have the meat and stuff like I told
her we had meat and all that we didn’t miss a mean you know stuff like that you know. Yea
but—lots of peoples they didn’t have lots of communities couldn’t next door to us they were way
worse off than we were cause like say we worked together you know we needed money to pay
the light bill or something like that you go to the church you go to the church to give you some
money to loan you some money you know yea that’s what I liked about Hoy and umm and that’s
still that’s still the story now with my sisters’ and brothers’ here in umm here in Mississippi and
Detroit if I don’t have something my sister and them will bring it over to me and umm then if I
have something I will take it over there and give it to them you know what I mean we didn’t
umm we didn’t have to charge you by your time we give each other something say you know I
want some money for this or I want some money for that you know we just give it to them you
know give it to one another and it works it works like that you know it works like that if I need
something happen to my vehicle if I need it some work did on it Jerry will come in and do the
work for me then umm I just provide the chord that he needs to fix it and umm we just work
together you know yea we just pretty much like we do round here now we just work to get and
the community used to be like that umm hum
CW- As this interview is coming to a close umm let’s go back, how would you describe some
things about grandma and granddaddy. Cause you know I was only around 17 18 years before
they were gone so how would you describe them you know I always hear about grandma’s work
ethic or how talented granddaddy was and diff things like that
JK- Oh yea, Daddy he was, I would describe daddy of kind of like a genius in a way, because
lots of things that umm lots of things that he did he invented it himself you know like he had the
sawmill and he put those things together you know without help of anybody its something that he
just you know he just thought of it and figured it out you know certain things that he needed to
make it work you know he just you know he’d thought on it and then he worked towards making
it happen. And umm I would kind of consider him you know with the education that he had is
kind of a genius cause he invented certain things that he you know that he umm needed to the
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sawmill to cut the logs and stuff like that he umm he invented certain things that umm that he
needed to make it work his self
35 minutes elapsed
And the houses that he built he didn’t go to school for those diff things he just he taught himself
and I don’t know how he did it sometimes I’m amazed right now about how he did all these
different things. I think he had about a 6th grade education yea bout 6th grade education and umm
and he could do most anything to a house you know I think he could do everything to a house
wire it up lay the bricks to the plumbing deck work everything you know. And Momma, she was
umm—she was a hardworking woman. And she knew how to umm to she didn’t have that genius
type of ways about herself that daddy did but she knew how to how to how to do things. And she
knew how to umm to–I don’t want to say that— she knew how to manage things you know I
think better than daddy she knew how to manage the little stuff she had she knew how to manage
that and umm and she was the type of woman that
36.55
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2.6 Rexal Heidelberg Interview One
While beginning my thesis project, I knew that my cousin Rexal Heidelberg would be the
man to go to. He has always had a keen interest on family matters and has done his research on
the family, his lineage in particular. He has always been invested in finding out more about the
family, while preserving the history that we do have access to, by speaking to anyone and
everyone about what he knows.
On 9th June 2012, I was able to sit down and speak with him for hours, first getting a
guided tour of the land, and, secondly, I was able to get a recorded interview with him. In this
interview, I was able to discuss many things about various family scenarios, and also about some
of the places we had visited in the hours before.
I believe this interview was executed much better than my previous one.
RH- Rexal Heidelberg
CW- Chelsea Wright
CW- Good Afternoon. Today is June 9, 2012, My name is Chelsea Wright, and I’m sitting
here in the home of Rex in Laurel, Mississippi, and this is interview one.
How are you doing Rex?
RH- I’m doing fine
CW- Can you state your full name?
RH- Rexal Bernard Heidelberg.
CW- And where are you from?
RH- Laurel, Mississippi.
CW- And when were you born
RH- July 30, 1964.
CW- July babies (said with excitement) that’s good umm so can you tell me a little bit
about your parents?
RH- Umm my parents my father was Jessie Heidelberg my mother was Effie Keys umm they
were born in both born and raised here in Laurel umm more relative would be the Hoy
community and umm their parents were here so they was born and raised actually there I live
where we’re sitting now is where my dad was born in 1916.
CW- Oh really? Like the old house and everything used to be right here?
That’s a cool connection. Do you have any brothers and sisters?
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RH- Seven brothers no sisters, six brothers I’m sorry, six brothers not sisters
(both laughing)
CW- So what was it like growing up?
RH- Growing up it was umm pretty fun, and in our own way with the things that we had it was
fun especially being all boys so we just did a lot of boy stuff so we had to do a lot of work out in
the fields, we had mules we had cows we had chickens we had hogs we had fruit and I mean
anything that we pretty much umm ate like preservatives or veggies or you know milk cheeses
butters we made it ourselves so everything was we got everything we got we actually it was full
made it was made from the animal or it was made from the garden or you picked it off a tree like
berries and things of that nature.
CW- Man, that’s a lot of diff than now you got to go to the store to get everything, can you
taste the difference?
RH- Oh yea, big time big time when I first got in school when I went to the 1st grade in 1970 that
would be Sep 1970 I had never tasted store bought milk and when I got started drinking that
milk, I couldn’t go back to the milk that we were getting from our cows cause it they call it raw
milk, the one that we were drinking, it a lot stronger and totally different so umm I couldn’t go
back.
CW- How does it taste stronger?
RH- It’s got a— it’s got a totally different taste I really cant—I can’t answer that explain it if you
ever stopped drinking it you can’t go back—
(laughing)
You can’t go back it’s almost like I like buttermilk but most people can’t gravitate towards liking
butter milk they don’t understand how you can like buttermilk.
CW- That’s like liking like goat milk or goat cheese
RH- Right, right, right,
CW- The taste is a little different. Umm so what elementary school did you go to?
RH- I went to clay elementary school uh the first year they integrated 1970.
CW- Where is that at?
RH- that’s on the south the south side of town highway 15 south.
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CW- Okay. How was the whole process of integration?
RH- Umm it was it was a might say a it was a new experience for the blacks and the whites so
one didn’t know what to expect from the other, so we kind of just had to fill it out. You know so
you know the whites were they were adamant about not being having mixed they didn’t want to
be desegregated and the blacks were adamant about if we did mix we wasn’t going to be treated
bad so you know it was a lot of animosity on both sides
CW- so when the integrated the elementary school did you realize as a child did you realize
what was going on?
RH- Oh yes, there was a lot of talk about what was going on. Well back then kids were more
aware about race because you couldn’t just walk around thinking that somebody’s not going to
try to do something to you because you were just a child. But still you was a black child.
Five minutes elapsed.
So you know that child had to be educated on racism how racism is in our society today. In our
society today people tell their kids they don’t teach them racism and you shouldn’t teach them in
that aspect, but I think you should be aware of that that racism exists and how to deal with it.
They have to know how to deal with it cause if they if they don’t then they will feel disrespected
and get angry and they lash out they’re going to lash out in diff ways, but still if you get mad
angry if somebody is treating you wrong or disrespecting you basically, the consequences are
still the same in the law. Especially back then the law was going to be applied to you in full force
CW- So with that in mind were you fearful going to school being integrated or
RH- No, we were still adamant about not being treated the way they normally treated umm white
umm black people so we were just umm it was a lot of diff fighting when it first started you
know people doing a lot of fighting and you know people calling people niggers and stuff like
that and we calling them honkeys and stuff like that you know everybody is balling their fists up
at each other and stuff like that and the country was in a turmoil and when you put us together
and we’re not used to being together all we know is opinions from others so we take on those
opinions that ‘s how kids are
CW- So before what was that 1st grade and elementary school what was your interaction
with the white community in Laurel?
RH- Umm we didn’t have any interaction you know white people in umm really didn’t have any
interaction with white people went to umm we would go to town Saturday like umm we would
go to one of the bigger stores was Woolworths and it was a huge store across the nation and
Kress was one of the big stores and we would always go to the counter and see the little juices on
the counter and see that thing that churned all the juices up and it was orange juice and punch
like a fruit punch and I always wanted some and id go in there and tell my dad I want some I
want to get some then he’d tell me come on here come on here boy and he’d never tell me I
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couldn’t get any (breaks out into laughter) so you know cause I was black you know so its just
how it was.
CW- So umm where’d you go to middle school?
RH- The school was called East Jones High School
CW- Is that still—
RH- Yes, its still going on.
CW- And what about high school?
RH- Same one, it was at the same school.
CW- So everything was all connected?
RH- Yes, the middle school and the high school together
CW- So how long did it take for umm the tension to calm down
RH- Umm I would—say probably about when I got to high school had a riot when I was in the
6th, 5 or 6 grade the high school had a riot then after that we threated a riot at our school, the
elementary school and they took the schools down for a few days and umm we took the school,
they holds the schools down for a few days, I mean out for a few days, until we got everything
situated ‘til tensions calmed down and umm like the I was in the 6th I don’t know anywhere from
5-7th, I wasn’t in 7th grade so anywhere from the 5th to the 7th but anyway after that riot there was
a lot of upheaval about a lot of the white teachers in the high school were saying things about the
black kids and the black kids were kid of jumped on some of them they jumped on they jumped
on one of the high school principals and stuff like that but after that things seemed to calm down
and everybody got settled in after that.
CW- So we’re talking about like the mid 70s
RH- That’s right, about 70 I’d say 76 probably about 76 somewhere around in there I think 76.
CW- Umm when I think about 1976 I don’t think about— I don’t really necessarily think
about—
Ten minutes elapsed
Umm this extreme racial tension. To me that seems like it would have already passed and it was
so late do you think that’s cause you were in south Mississippi or—
RH- Yes, it definitely was because I was in s miss. Mississippi was I would think they were
holding out on integration they were thinking that they weren’t going to have it. Like I said umm
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the whites were reluctant from having to mix in with the blacks and the blacks were adamant that
they wasn’t going to be treated the way that they had been treated so I guess maybe you can say
Mississippi was in latter stages of the integration of all of the schools I would say across the
nation.
CW- So what made you stay in Laurel?
RH- Umm actually I left and I moved back I left for about twenty years.
CW-Oh, where did you go?
RH- I went to school in Birmingham then I moved to Dallas after I got out to work out in Dallas,
Texas and umm then eventually I moved back to Mississippi but I wasn’t here I was in
Vicksburg. But I moved back from Vicksburg after about six years bout six, seven years I moved
back from Vicksburg, Mississippi and I was in Vicksburg for about fourteen years.
CW- But just the pull of home just brought you back? (laughing)
RH- (Proudly stating) The pull of home brought me back. The pull of home brought me back.
CW- So where in Birmingham did you go to school?
RH- National education center in Homewood.
CW- What did you study there?
RH- Electronic engineering technology.
CW- Oh okay, so I guess we talked about the pull of home bringing you back but you’re
very interested in I guess cherishing memories and keeping photos and tracing back the
family history, why is that?
RH- Umm I think there’s something good to know where your roots where your roots lead to
that way you’ll know where you’re going you’ll have an idea of where you came from and you’ll
know where you’re going or at least you can project where you want to go and that’s what I say
you have a plan to where you want to go at least and so you can have some pride to know that
the people that came before you were hardworking and see what they had see where they were
how far you how far they were along when they you know equip you with the tools that you had
to go forward and then you can look back and so okay I want to do the same thing and make sure
you offer your children the tools and stuff that were a little further advanced then what you were
left with. You always want to better try to better yourself in life and your family and your
children to actually to make society better as a whole.
CW- So is this sense of I guess family unity fostered in your home?
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RH- yes, it was fostered in the home, home community; church it’s all together it was a close
knit community.
CW- Umm what church did you attend.
RH- Sunlight Missionary Baptist Church.
CW- umm is there any significance to sunlight for the community
RH- Yea, Sunlight was a like a umm hub for a lot of even other churches. Somehow sunlight had
in other communities seemed to have a significance of umm of umm I don’t know of umm
security umm some type of significance of comfort friendship in fact the road is called friendship
road and they were real friendly in that community they were always known for their kind and
generosity and everything over there.
CW- So umm what is the Hoy community?
RH- What is the Hoy community?
CW- Like, say we’re in laurel, but specifically, like the—
RH- Umm the Hoy community was North of laurel north of the city limits when you come north
out of laurel on like either if you’re over this way if you’re coming up highway 15 you’re going
to go through what they considered shady grove but just east of shady grove just east of 15 not
even a mile you’ll be in hoy it was just a community there. And umm that’s what’s considered
hoy community.
Fifteen minutes elapsed
CW- And now do you know, I know when you’re driving on the roads and their named
after different people within the family, do you know why? Or how they got named after
people in the family?
RH- Well, when they came through they just asked the most of the time, they would just ask the
person on that road you know they going to, cause they used to just be—they didn’t have names
they were just gravel roads, and when they paved them they still didn’t have names, and after
that years later, I think based on doing the umm when we got more into the technology for
mapping and for purposes for national emergencies and things of that nature for emergency for
medical needs you had to have a address, an actual address. Cause they used to have rural routes
and like my mom used to be umm I think it was route 2 box 211 something like that and that was
her if you go to the post office they would have to tell you the rural route (pause) but not she’s
on 22 Jack Morgan Road so now you can actually use your GPS. On a rural route you can’t use a
GPS you call an ambulance and tell them that you’re out you know we used to call for
ambulance service police and they ask where you are and you’d say well—and you’d have to try
to give them directions you couldn’t tell them an address they couldn’t get up a rural route, they
couldn’t get to your house.
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CW- That’s interesting. So umm when you traced back the family history you said you
went as far back as the 1850s? that’s as far as you got?
RH- 1815
CW- 1815?! Umm what did you find out?
RH- Umm you know years ago my uncle Nelson, me and my cousin Terry Keys, and my uncle
nelson Keys used to sit up on the porch a lot and talk and he used to always talk about his
grandma Jenny, grandma Jenny said he’d always joke about how she was 104 years old I took
my mom for Washington for a tour and me and my mom went up there and toured for about five
days cause my mom always wanted to go up there and so I took her up there and I went out to
the national archives in the evenings I would go down there once we did all of our touring during
the day and then I would take her back to the hotel and go down there and do some research and
I umm I went back and found Buck Keys, born Buck and Jenny born both of them in 1815 they
were born in SC their parents were born in SC and they moved from umm from South Carolina
to Smith County, Mississippi I don’t know what year it was but on because the census of 19—
let’s see the census of 1890 got destroyed and so you can’t it only like maybe just a few names
just a little bit of it got salvaged so most people don’t have 1890 that whole section got wiped out
it was burned somewhere in the capitol the capitol had got burned so I know in 1900 they were
in Smith County Mississippi.
CW- Umm now I remember I was talking to my mom about how the family was in smith
county and then they came to what’s this Jones County?
RH- That’s correct.
CW- And umm I don’t know what uncle it was but do you know the story and how
everything transpired?
RH-Umm uncle Nelson Keys, he told me, he’s told me this several times, lots of times, he said
his uncle who was Travis Keys’ brother his name was Bill Keys, Bill Keys umm he was lynched
he had one child that I know of Perry Keys and umm Bill I don’t know if he didn’t tip his hat to a
white lady in town there in shady grove right outside of McGee shady grove is about three miles
outside of McGee yea bout 3 4 miles outside McGee. I think he if I recall it correctly he didn’t
tip his hat or something like that something to a white woman and umm they came out that
night—he said it was a bunch of white men on a wagon.
Twenty minutes elapsed.
And they came to the door and they asked for them to send Bill out and they said that Bill, they
sent him out and Bill went out and got on the wagon and they said they took him down to a little
creek, a branch, he called it a branch they took them down to the branch down past the house,
and he said they listened to him all night scream and holler for his life and they said they got up
the next morning and went down there and he was lynched you know killed him and umm he
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said they got up, that day they got everything they owned and put it on a wagon and they came
right bout where he live. He said, he would always tell me, he said Heidelberg, I was 12 years
old when they lynched my uncle, said I walked right past where that mailbox was walking
behind his dad on the wagon, he would always tell me that.
CW- So they just came and settled wherever. Why’d they come to Laurel?
RH- I don’t know I don’t know how they got that land down I don’t know I heard cousin
Etherine say that they had gotten with I think her grandfather Aker Keys, Aker Crosby about
something like of that nature, but I’m not sure when I go and look on the deeds at the land
records, this gentleman Mr. Bruce Morrow Bruce Morrow umm he was a in fact from what I
hear or understand from them, they said that he was a umm he made furniture. He was a fine
crafts he made furniture he built houses homes and stuff like that and actually one of his houses,
when you go down 5th Avenue that nice antebellum home, that green house on there that’s one of
his homes one of the ones that still there its very nice, very nice.
CW- Umm, I’ll have to go check that out
RH- Green. It still exists, they said there’s other ones, but that’s the only one I know but umm he
was he did very well for himself he owned umm uncle nelson used to tell me if you go down on
the deed on land records he owned from that stop sign to that stop sign everything on that side
and everything on this side.
(Laughs)
CW- Whew, that’s a lot of land just right there.
RH- it’s a lot of land everything on both sides of these roads, that’s a lot of land, yes, that’s a lot
of land, then he owned so much more, he had other land. He had other land he had a lot of land a
lot and lot of property.
CW- Oh wow. So does anybody know what happened to the land that everybody lived on in
Smith County?
RH- No, no I don’t know what happened to that property. In fact umm I really don’t know I was
thinking that they were living on somebody else’s sharecropping or something like that but I’m
not sure I’m not sure.
CW- Okay well I guess ill umm wrap up this interview. But are there any last comments or
anything you want to make?
RH- Umm no, I don’t have any extra comments (pauses) no I don’t have any extra comments.
But I just think that the community has done well, hoy community is unique and it had a store
where a lot of other communities served, white and blacks bought from this umm store right
across from mommas house, called Sally Lowe’s groceries and a lot of people bought from there
and down under the hill, you’d go down right there by morning star church it was a track the
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railroad track came through there. It was actually a train-stop, you could catch the train from
there. And so that was one thing we had they had both things I guess this gave us a little more of
a town feel I guess outside of town I assume something of that nature.
CW- Umm okay well thank you for this interview ill look at it and see what else I can add
to it.
RH- Alright.
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2.7 Edna Keys Interview
This interview was done on the weekend of the family reunion in the home of my
grandparents Howard and Idell Keys.
EK- Edna Keys
CW-Chelsea Wright
CW- Good afternoon today is the 29th of July 2012 my name is Chelsea Wright Laurel,
Mississippi. I’m sitting here with my Auntie Edna Keys and this is interview one.
Good afternoon how are you?
EK- I’m doing great how about you?
CW- Pretty good umm can you state your full name for me?
EK- Edna Rosa Keys
CW- Can you state you date of birth?
EK- 11-16-48
CW- Can you tell me a little bit about where you’re from?
EK- Well, I was born and raised in Laurel, Mississippi, Jones County. I actually it’s called the
community of Hoy. Hoy is about 5 mi north of laurel did you want to close that door?
(paused interview to close door to eliminate noise)
CW- So can you tell me a little bit about where you’re from?
EK- well I’m from it’s called Hoy community and it’s one of many little communities we were
raised in mainly Keys’ community I would say id be about 90, 98 percent Keys’ aunts uncles and
cousins and things like that nature our church was practically all Keys’ umm people that attended
our school was mainly a community school in the beg but after a few years we started going to
one main school so what they’d do is started to collect kids, mainly black kids from different
communities and bus them to a center area again to a black school so umm that’s about it. It
umm it was a you know nice quite community most of the aunts and uncles the uncles farmed
did some farming but it wasn’t, that wasn’t a means for umm taking care of them it’s just one of
the things that they did they always had gardens and that kind of sustained them as far as having
fresh fruits and veggies to eat fruits, vegetables mainly then as we because of age a lot of us you
know either started doing housekeeping or umm my bothers would umm you know work in the
downtown area and that’s it was it wasn’t a hard life as a matter a fact we were we didn’t have a
lot but we never suffered for anything and umm you know it was it was a community where a lot
of the kids you know you could roam the woods and they weren’t as you know umm dense as
they are now so you felt comfortable in going through the woods and collecting berries and diff
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fruits and umm you collect umm fruits along the roadside and umm so it was you know it was
kind of an easy going community you didn’t know anything about violence or crime or anything
like that because you never knew anybody that committed a crime that’s pretty much it.
CW- So can you tell me a little bit about your family immediate family?
EK- Well umm my sis and bro my basically my younger sisters and brothers I pretty much kind
of helped raise them amongst everything else you know we’d my older sisters and brothers as
they because of age after they finished school they either went to college or they moved away so
the ones left at home we would do you know things around the house or we would do house
keeping and we would go to school everyday umm go to church every Sunday and if there were
things to do around the house we always made sure that that was taken care of and that was
pretty much it I kind of made sure that everything was always in order.
Five minutes elapsed.
Umm you know we had always had almost always had some kind of washing machine it was
kind of a ringer type and we had a well we would draw our hater from the well and umm you
know we did your own cooking and momma would work and daddy would do his diff ventures
but you know whatever he thought that he was interested in at the time so that was basically it.
CW- Umm so what did you do like what are some memories you have of yourself and your
childhood what did y’all do for fun or for anything else?
EK- Well what did I do for fun? Well as it becomes since I started driving at a very early age I
always had access to a car so I would you know drive around to different communities go to
different events umm there wasn’t always a lot going on. Because during those times umm a lot
of kids didn’t have access to a ride like vehicles or TVs and stuff like that. So it wasn’t a lot to
do so basically after certain after dark most people after you worked you just pretty much retire
unless you just watch TV for awhile you just retire because a lot of kids didn’t have television
during that time so basically we just played together we watched TV we did our chores then we
were off to sleep you know there was always something to do because you know we had to do
everything cause momma worked so you know there wasn’t a lot of no one during that time had
a lot of activities or you would say fun but umm we didn’t know I don’t’ even know if we knew
the word fun we just did what we did.
CW- So umm thinking back umm what do you think no of like the race relations did you
ever umm experience racism direct indirect or anything like that in your experience?
EK- Umm— not really. Nope I didn’t no not growing up you know we were always separate
umm you know I worked for white people like once or twice I picked cotton but I don’t I didn’t I
don’t even know if I knew anything about racism really not until someone mentioned to me well
maybe you should do this maybe you should get involved with this org because there are people
that’s having issues with umm racism but in our community no and I think that was because I
would say it’s because a lot of times the land owners didn’t have so many problems than people
that didn’t own land that’s what I say I don’t know if that’s true or not.
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CW- What do you mean by that?
EK- Well it’s just that I’ve heard of people that were share croppers that had umm had umm very
horrible memories of their up-growing their growing up but we didn’t we didn’t have those
problems.
CW- So what sig do you think that the land has to you umm maybe to grandma and
granddaddy?
EK- Well I think it’s very important because daddy’s his I think his uncle was killed because he
was trying to purchase land and I think its you know as I look back now people that own
something even though you might lose it tomorrow or the next day you’re a little bit more stable
and your values are a little bit different than people that that don’t own or don’t work.
Ten minutes elapsed.
You know of course that doesn’t have to be the way it is but the way I see it that’s’ kind of the
way it is because I was trying to assess because some of my friends that came let’s say for
instance they were share croppers in upper Mississippi they say they never want to come back to
Mississippi and I you know I always wondered why and you know with us we can’t come back
enough so I said maybe it’s because of their upbringing and most of them had horrible
upbringings of course we weren’t rich but I guess when we grew up we didn’t have to have a lot
and we didn’t have to have what somebody else had you know and we were never told we were
less than or that we couldn’t do something or so you know whether it’s our parents or
sharecroppers or whatever we weren’t told that you know they didn’t tell us that we had to do
something daddy’s always told us, told us you know you can do that you know I asked him well
the lights went out and he said well you can fix that so I never knew that I wasn’t didn’t know
how to fix it if he said I could fix it you would go on and fix and so that’s the way he was
anything he’d tell you well you can do that so you don’t’ know that you weren’t supposed to do
it or you’re female or you’re male he’d just say well you can do it and you’d go on okay well I
can do it let me figure it out you’d figure it out and you’d do it so I don’t know I don’t know the
diff all I know is that we weren’t we didn’t have limits as what you can do and what you can’t do
you know daddy told he even told me once upon a time I told him you know I didn’t do real
good in this one class and I said well you know the teacher really didn’t teach he thought that
was, he thought that was crazy. That I didn’t learn anything because the teacher didn’t teach but
my thing was that she’s getting paid to teach so I didn’t get it cause she didn’t present it well
enough but his thing is it’s not up to her to give it to me it’s up to me to get it so I said (five
second pause) but anyway so I got from that is I don’t know if he told my other siblings is that
from now on I don’t have to look if you don’t give it to me then I just that means I have to go out
and get it myself so that’s made me very independent in a lot of ways so if my teacher don’t
teach or somebody don’t give me something and I want something then he told me I’m supposed
to get it myself, its up to me. So that’s what I do. So you know I was I was I was thankful for
that. I would say we had a very nice upbringing, I do. I had lots of friends I had you know I had
lots of girlfriends lots of boyfriends umm it wasn’t bad at all.
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CW- You talked about y’all were in church every Sunday did the church play a central role
in the house as well as in the community?
EK- Umm not really I don’t think it’s some place that you went you know I don’t know about a
central role it was a part of us growing up yea it’s we did a few things one was go to school one
was go to church and umm and that was about it you know you didn’t go to movies so church is
where you went on Sundays you know you weren’t there all day but you know that’s where you
were on Sundays.
Fifteen minutes elapsed
And you worked on Saturdays you know if you had a little job you would do a little work on
Saturday.
CW- What types of jobs did you have growing up?
EK- Mainly housecleaning I had a couple people that I would clean house for.
CW- So why did you leave Laurel?
EK- Well I left because momma has momma was always she worked for lawyers and diff people
like that so she kept us abreast of what was going on she was telling us what we needed to she
would tell us what we needed to do and she would say you know you can go north during the
summer time and you can go and make some money you know cause to us we were making
money here but she said why don’t you go north if you go early enough you can make some
money during the summer time then come back here so that’s what I did I didn’t go because I
wanted to go she suggested it so I went and umm so I just got up there and then umm one
summer I just got there and I met someone and I just thought I would stay although I wasn’t I
wasn’t that pleased with the place and I just stayed not that I was so displeased with where I was
that’s just the way it was. Yup so— I wasn’t that infatuated with it but you know, but I did find I
met someone—I don’t know why I wasn’t that in love with him I liked him a lot so that was that.
CW- So why do you come back?
EK- Because umm of all of the places I’ve been this is where you have your peace and your calm
and your love you know weather it’s from your family because all my family is here and umm
it’s a very relaxing atmosphere and people don’t judge you too much a lot of them a lot of them
work below their means they may have education but they still work below their means and
that’s alright they are at peace with themselves so—I and you can put them as maybe being some
of Gods angels because this is where they come for their peace and love it’s just out there they
go and try to exist but this is where they come for their peace and their love actually and their
happiness for the most part—that’s it.
CW- Why do you see it as so important for like umm all of us to get together and come
down and really come together as a family and enjoy this place?
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EK- because then ‘cause when you see someone else you can see yourself and so then you know
who you are and it’s important to know where you came from and it’s important to know your
people at least as many that you can find because then you’re learning yourself and you know
and even if you know like today I met some people they knew me right away and I don’t know
as soon as I saw that person I saw love in their hearts and so that’s just very important you know
to see these people cause actually when you’re looking at them you’re looking at God you’re
looking at another angel and they’re saying you know I really love you regardless of whether I
see you again or not but so you’re really looking at yourself and you’re meeting yourself that’s
about it that’s why I think it’s so important you know to complete the circle of who you are even
though they’re somebody else, they are a part of you also.
Twenty minutes elapse
CW- Okay as I wind down the interview, I guess the last question I have to ask you is how
would you describe the Hoy community then and now?
EK- Umm then I think it was umm I think it was a more of a cohesive community then umm you
know because everybody was using their farm their land for farming and you know the kids all
the kids and the grandkids and uncles and aunts they would get together Sundays and go to
church and it was other churches and or go and have their meetings and talk or whatever now,
umm that’s what we do on reunions we get together and try to renew those relationships. Then I
think it was more it was a more of a happy time than it is now. Umm you know then you almost
you didn’t have any worries it’s almost like you were living (21:13 in the what?) you know you
get bushed for too much umm now it’s in a way it’s the same but its just that a lot of people are
lost now they are lost and they don’t know what to do or where to go and they don’t have they
aren’t connected to the earth and they don’t really know it’s just like they are going around and
around in circles, they don’t know what to do. You know they know they are smart they know
there’s something they can do but they don’t know what so— so it’s not its like they aren’t
connected it’s like the children of Israel when they were in the desert for 40 years going around
in circles they were lost so—I think that’s kind of like what it is now and even though you can
preach to them and you have all of this communication they can’t hear it. They can’t see it.
They’re just hypnotized that’s the way I see it, it doesn’t have to be that way.
CW- Do you have any comments to add?
EK- Umm (8 second pause) yea, what I would like to add is that what we have to do it we have
to stop looking out there for our love and our happiness and our fulfillment you know whether
you’re looking to a family or a friend or whomever you have to start looking within and to God
cause that’s the only way you’re going to be fulfilled that’s the only way you’re going to be
happy, because that other way— the person regardless of who they are they aren’t going to fulfill
you how you want to be fulfilled. And only your maker can do that he’s not limiting or she’s not
limiting to what you do or what you say but that’s where your fulfillment that’s where your love
is going to come from. So it’s like the Bible says, you have to start looking to God and then he
will make your way easier but regardless as long as you’re on earth you’re going to have trials
and tribulations but he will see you through because umm as long as you have your eyes on him
so and I really now that’s the way I see it some people don’t believe in it, I don’t know but umm
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from what I’ve and I’ve tried a lot of diff things and I should say that’s where I get my
fulfillment so that doesn’t mean I’m limited in what I do or what I would say but that’s where I
get my comfort in the end and sense umm I think he made us and everything else or whomever
the creator is I say it’s God I don’t know but umm just kind of makes sense for you to love Him
right, if he made you, yea, that’s all I wanted to say.
CW- well I appreciate the interview
EK- Okay.
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2.8 Jerlean Williams Interview One
This interview was conducted with my Auntie Jerlean Williams. This was done in the
home of my grandparents Howard and Idell Keys, in one of the bedrooms, during the family
reunion this summer.
JW- Jerlean Williams
CW- Chelsea Wright
CW- Good Evening. Today is the 29th of July 2012 and my name is Chelsea wright and
sitting here in the home of my grandparents Howard and Idell Keys in Laurel, Mississippi.
I’m sitting here with my auntie Jerlean Williams and this is interview one.
How are you doing Auntie Jerlean?
JW- Very good.
CW-Umm okay can you state your full name for me?
JW- My full name is Jerlean Keys Williams.
CW- And what’s your date of birth?
JW- 1-27-42.
CW- Okay just tell me a little bit about where you’re from?
JW- I’m from right here in Hoy right here on the hill this is the only place I’ve ever known I was
born here would you believe that.
CW- In the house?
JW- I was born here, you know in this house they did I think it was umm oh boy what did you
call it years ago when the person would come into the home umm midwives yes.
CW- Tell me a little bit about Hoy.
JW- Hoy is a community which is based upon actually Keys’. This piece of property was just
sisters and brothers. And then only on the outline were two diff families and no, no, no I think it
was umm the Morris’ where did the Morris live, okay actually the Jordan’s, so it was the
Jordan’s. Okay so actually it was the main houses which is here which is now 39 Howard Keyes
drive a road which was just a road to this hill so dad built this little house and down the little hill
was Aunt Coot we called which is Persie Long. Persie Long. And umm that was daddy’s sister
and she was a I think Aunt coot was second daughter second sister you might say and some years
after that aunt Effie got married and she built right underneath the hill where she is there you
know you know where the Heidelberg’s are that’s where so there was Aunt Coot Aunt Effie and
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on the hill right across in front of us was uncle nelson daddy’s brother okay—and I told you
about uncle handy which is behind us those are where the main houses in this community now
right across friendship road was another main house and it was Jordan’s as for the Jordan’s lived
and now that is really the make up of umm this close parameter which I don’t know how many
acres maybe about what maybe 100 yea so actually we were 1st cousins and school mates and
friends that’s why always we come down and give support when someone expires and dies or
either or either get very, very sick it’s like being more than 1st cousins because you were
classmates you were also church mates yes—and friends yes— so you see how it has grown yes.
When you see why it’s necessary now especially for me that umm we continue to maintain that
that we have because umm dad came over to jones county or either I should say you know when
Horace oh who read the history of the Keys’ when they came from smith county they came over
to Jones and jones was umm more Christian smith county was more umm anti-Christian.
CW- Why was what?
JW- You know its like it’s just like churches there are some churches that preach the bible and
there are some churches that preach not of the bible which God calls false profits you see not
let’s go back just for a moment because on top of the hill was another main house and that was
dad’s 1st cousin and that—
CW-Up here?
Five minutes elapsed
Like where the path is going back
JW- You know where victor’s house is? That little house sitting there on the road that’s a main
house also and that was Queen’s which is umm cousin Woodson that was a main house okay—
okay now let me tell you now another main house which is no longer there and you know where
Lillian Jean lives now? Around that corner of that little road they lived and they are cousins on
both sides of the family that was a main house how you like that? Uh huh that’s now that is the
immediate parameter of Hoy, but then when you extend it then you go across umm the road now
Friendship and then trace road and that’s where your great grandfather house was. It’s a little
house that sitting right on the road there that was a main house and that was umm Calvin Page
property there. And I did not remember but on the hill there that’s where the Heidelberg’s were
you know where umm Rexal where he lives? Umm right there that’s where their Heidelberg’s
that’s where they sprouted up from, yes, which is also Hoy, yes. How you like that? Now if you
go farther in hoy umm down the road of umm oh what road is that my gosh…umm okay that’s
Moss road coming in from 15 what road.
CW- Hoy, on the other side of Friendship?
JW- On the other side of Friendship, is that Hoy road?
CW- Umm hum.
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JW- Okay. That’s hoy road okay so down there okay down that road you know where the old
graveyard is, okay would you believe that we had dad’s older sister umm the Crosby’s that’s
where they lived that was umm cousin Etha Mae you know something that I don’t know what
happened to the I didn’t know you know I started to say mom bought some of that property and I
think she did but I think she bought property on this side but Aunt Etha Mae she lived up that
road right there in that house oh boy should have asked KC about that today, they lived there and
umm and umm that before the crossing on umm going south and Houston road there was oh boy
I don’t remember her their name but there was a main house there and she had a couple adopted
boys okay and now that was the main house okay umm that okay and then further over which
was no longer considered hoy and blacks was Houston’s, Houston’s are right behind us, right
through there and therefore that was it. Okay as far as I can remember right now umm now I told
you about the Jordan’s okay, you know another family okay two more families which was not a
part of us which was on the other side of friendship road now Mrs. Sally, Mrs. Sally right below
the church that was the little hoy community, the store yea it had oh someone told you
CW- Yea they told me that’s where they bought their candy and everybody came down
there, but I don’t really know anything else about it.
JW- Well yes, okay Mrs. Sally okay and her husband I think his name was Hampt—
Hampton or something like that okay—
Ten minutes elapsed.
So they basically sold umm cold cut meat and something even more than that and candy pop that
type of stuff and they sold gasoline as well that was like a as we call it now a one stop little store
well yea that was it right down there. Isn’t that amazing now and it was not very many people
umm hum now it’s more people the store was no longer that was a project we thought about
some years ago but we’ve been thinking for a very long time one thing you can’t think that’s for
a long period of time then that becomes procrastination god don’t like procrastination he like for
you to come up with the ideas and work on it that’s why he wakes you up everyday he wants you
to utilize what he has given to you well that was Mrs. Sally and she was no relation to this side
but she was a very sweet person very, very and that’s where and that’s where our young men
would go and just sit around and talk they were not foul communication like the young people
today now over there umm on the road in front of Lillian Jean on the same side was Simmons
and I don’t know we’ve always looked at that little house as people who had some money cause
they built that house, they built that house and lived there for awhile and that family died and I
suppose that property still belongs there to them but no one has ever used that little house yes
that little house it always kept my attention because as I was growing up I always looked at them
as people who had financial you know stability I didn’t think of them as being poor people and
then seems as though they didn’t come from a family that would maintain that piece of property
and would live in it now I was told some time ago that some family member from another part,
another small community umm did live in that house for a short period of time and then in front
of that house where that nice brick home is that was umm cousin Woodson umm I think that was
he’s he was a Keys I I aunt Hannah and I think his name was James Keys now what part of the
family he fit in I’m not sure if it was a uncle of cousin Woodson’s or what and in between there
was a oh what was her name umm she was from the George cousin Woodson sis she lived right
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there on that little peak which is in front of you know where the Woodson road is she lived right
there and her daughter built that little brick house right there yea okay so that was a main house
but that house is gone some of those homes are gone okay no let me see there was another one
that sparked my mind now—still considering to be Hoy I told you where umm cousin I mean
Aunt Etha Mae lived okay mom’s family which were (1349 who) grandpa we’ll call him Calvin
Page now they owned property all of that property in there they owned so they had a main house
in there and basically and the Pruitt’s in fact umm Mae she lives still on that road I don’t know if
she even live on the property that that family owned because they were across the road which
were their main house yes umm but umm years ago there was another main house which was
Stuarts and Pruitt’s and they were mom’s family and some years ago they stated to me that umm
Calvin Page family they bought property on that side you know and we bought property over
here you know plots big plots of land and umm I didn’t know Mr. Jordan he bought a plot of
land but it was a smaller plot right over there on friendship road, and that’s basically Hoy
Fifteen minutes elapsed.
A few people but we always worked as a umm oh what would you call it a community family a
community family a close knit community whenever we umm would grow things we always
stated sending a mess to someone else. Have you ever heard that expression?
CW- Umm umm.
JW- You never heard it?
CW- Umm umm.
JW- Ahh, well see when dad would kill a hog—
(interruption by someone coming in the room, tape recorder paused. Interview resumed after a
couple of minutes)
Now where were we? Umm—
CW- Talking about when granddaddy killed hogs—
JW- Oh yes, yes, that was so interesting when daddy would kill a hog always we would have
meat for that season and what would happen umm we would always send a mess to you know
other families that’s what happened in communities of that type years ago, we would always
when we grew things, greens potatoes whatever then we send mess, it’s according to if your
growth came off 1st then your growth was a mess to all the others and you see that was like
keeping the supply line always and another thing is now your grandfather man you’re talking
about you don’t even remember do you? He used to have umm when he umm as animals when
we had the cows we had the horse we had umm goats umm I don’t think we have ever had a
sheep goats hogs cows horse umm so we had those type of animals, pigs you know pot belly
regular pigs regular hogs those type of things okay and umm he would have yearly kills of cows
hogs you see so therefore you see we would have a seasonal meat and then when all the meat is
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gone then we would have vegetarian we were always happy with it when I would come in from
school it would just be greens and potatoes it would still be delicious (laughs) yes uh huh and
now with melons dad’s melons oh he loved to experiment yea melons ahh out there that field
next to the wire there umm he would grow many diff melons he would grow diamond melon is
the green dark you know green you know that kind diamond melon the stripes that you all
brought in he would grow those he would have the light green you know the pale green pale
green he would have the yellow meat the red meat the what other melon he would have the long
one he would have the round ones you know yea he loved to experiment now that was the
watermelon family, now the cantaloupe family. He would grow them long he would grow them
round like the ones in there oh he had the many—umm honey loupes he would have those yea he
really enjoyed that ahh with the umm with squash he did not do a lot of species of squash he
would do basically the number one squash is the summer one and that’s the yellow he would do
always we had spinach as a business seasonal and that was a seasonal umm finance there so what
happened he would grow a big patch of big patch of spinach and what happened we would cut
the spinach and then he would load it up oh man I wish I could take you down there okay he
would load it up and then he would take it to the canning plant. The canning plant is a place that
you carried stuff that could be canned to send to diff markets so you know that’s where you
know dad had the pleasure of telling us when—
Twenty minutes elapsed.
When you buy something in a can or either any factory or any product I should say don’t think
that you are getting a product from a special company because there is only maybe one company
or 2 companies in our todays world we have many different companies and a few years ago there
was only a few companies you see and so those few companies was making a amp you know
they was making a Spartan you know so in other words del-mount so you know some people say
I can only eat del-mount well they came from the same canning plant, so therefore I got that
knowledge early because you know he knew and so he and it was one of the things he always
said you always test the quality of things not the price you see because two dollars you check the
quality of it yea, so you know basically today people live for the idol they don’t even use their
mentality of reasoning things out yea. So they can pay 2 or 300 dollars for something but the
quality of it might be ten dollars. Isn’t that terrible (laughs) okay. What else would you like? Did
I go astray?
CW- No you gave me a lot of things that I needed to know umm can you tell me a little bit
about grandma and granddaddy?
JW- Oh mom and granddaddy mom and granddaddy and you know why we always say mom and
then dad?
CW- Why?
JW- Well why do you think we always say mom and then dad?
CW- Well mom umm I don’t know maybe she was closer and you depended on her more?
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JW- Yea because she was strong you see you remember pastor umm well Thomas today
preaching? And see usually men have set back and let women umm become controllers you see
and that has taken place not only in our family but in many years from the beginning right it was
with Adam and Eve when God said to man that he was in the winded right? That’s right and who
did who took over? Eve did yes, and he wasn’t strong enough to step up you see it wasn’t that
terrible yes so therefore umm what has happened was umm they were always they loved each
other a lot I discovered that even with their oppositions that umm mom she always wanted to
force him into what she wanted him to be and he was determined to do it his way yes, yes, yes so
you know what happened was mom was the one that was always stepping out front. So therefore
we as kids you start to identify to the one who’s doing the outward mom was always the one who
was doing the discipline dad he would discipline you but with his presence you know Jean
Jimmie would say that dad would be sitting at the fire place with his eyes close but he says don’t
go in there and do anything crazy because dad is unpredictable. You see. Mom she would tell
you what she was going to do she would give you a chore and she would let you know what was
going to happen if it was not done so therefore you know I was very much disciplined quite
frequent sometimes everyday I was doing what I— I was very strong willed person very strong
willed child so therefore I got whippings just about everyday momma just about like, like the
lord I told her that some years before she died I said wow I said mom I would like to ask for
forgiveness of my behavior you know what she told me oh she said Jerri you was a sweet girl
she had— (burst out into a fit of laughter) I couldn’t believe it I said wow! That’s the way god
feels about us right? Yea god said yes, he created you and gave you a will you might not go the
way he wants for you to go but guess what he loves you so whenever you decide to come in out
the rain he’s just waiting there with that love.
Twenty-five minutes elapsed
She told me that I said wow I just remember oh man if momma said it was red I knew it was
green yea so I got many diff whippings I mean I got whippings I just made a decision one day I
wasn’t going to wear any more whip scratch—any more scars from stripes on your body so I said
I wasn’t going to wear anymore to school. Well my thought process it was still the same I just
decided to follow some instructions so I you know hormones was about to run and I said well at
least if I see a little boy I won’t have a strip on me (laughs) about three years after that mom, she
was just sitting underneath a shade tree and she says honey I tell you talking about a sweet girl
my Jerlean is so sweet you see and let me tell you something Satan is terrible I said if it wasn’t
for you I wouldn’t be like this it wasn’t that nasty that’s a dumb behavior isn’t it how dumb can
you be (laughs) that was pretty dumb wasn’t it I mean look a hear she’s whipped me in order and
I’m still rebelling yea! You see Satan can really mess you up that’s why I tell kids now look a
here to be in a clouds is terrible you see I’ve been in the clouds I know a cloud with a mind that’s
just not bright its no good and so umm yea that’s what happened so mom was always out front
yea you had to be doing so there have been times that mom would line us up you see so I tell
people you know when you come to democracy and people in charge and also people say you
know this person takes over and that person takes over I would get a job if it was n’t for so and
so you know where all of that starts? In a household. Uh huh don’t see so a household have been
depleted of someone being in charge because you know you got to really have some umm not
control but you got to have some order you got to have some consistency and you’ve got to have
appreciation in doing it but umm what happened is that mom and going back to government is
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that you know all kids working together you’re always going to be able to pick out the strongest
one and the weaker ones and you know sis and bros when one is strong and don’t want you to do
something you don’t want to hang out with him right? Right? That’s in the household you see
and see with the parents then they know what child is doing what if you’re very observant of
your kids and mom a was very observant of her kids shed know which one would do what and
she gave us assignments according to that and so therefore umm where was I umm with the dad
okay so mom she was in charge so she would come home and umm um if yea next thing all of us
all sisters and bros if one has done something he should not have done or she should not have
done yea we love each other, we not going tell right? That’s right that’s right and after awhile—
CW- That code…
JW- Yea and after awhile let me tell you something after while somebody is going to break down
and guess who would break down!?
CW- You?
JW- Jerry! (laughing) and jerry keys jerry keys would break down jerry would in those years he
would pay a nickel and if the whipping, and you know jerry didn’t like whippings and you would
think that he didn’t care because he is something else and so jerry would pay a 10 cent or he’d
tell her he would definitely tell on you because he doesn’t want a whipping he’d give that 10
cents, 5 cents so you know now jerry was not a good chaperone at all! I wouldn’t want to go
nowhere with jerry you see and jean okay Howard okay. You see Howard he will take care of
things if he saw you doing something he would tell you, straighten up. He wouldn’t bring the
message back home ye but jerry he was not like that so umm the governing starts right here in
the household I wish people understood that maybe we could get some order in this society so
therefore with mom always going front we always said mom and then daddy but then later on in
the years I came to visit you know for a week more for a couple of weeks, it was for a long
period.
Thirty minutes elapsed.
And it was for a long period I was going to really just sit around them and develop relationship
with good communication I so I came down and I was lying there on the sofa with mom and
umm I wanted to know from mom I said mom you know you been calling dad to eat for 60 years
plus you see when she would make the food up she would call him to come and eat you know
boy 60 something years she would make it place it on the plate place it on the table then she
would say Howard, Howard your food is ready and you know dad he wanted to be in charge so if
he wanted to be in charge what did you think?—he wasn’t coming (chuckles) he wasn’t coming
she cooked his special meal cooked it just as he wanted it cause he didn’t like his food cooked
very much he would not eat pork you know so actually she had done him a very great favor as
your love she cooked his dish then she would cook the family dish then she would call him to eat
and he came when he got ready so then I asked her I said well you been calling him for many
yeas he never comes have you ever decided you know that maybe you shouldn’t call him you
know you give out—maybe if you call him 2 times he didn’t show then maybe the 3rd time you
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wouldn’t call him you’d just make sure it’s ready right? And she never did it like that she did it
for 60 something years and so then she got upset with me oh she got so upset with me so
therefore and then she told me she was going to send me back to Detroit that’s what she said. So
I said to myself well, ill just lie here and relax and let her calm herself down yea and I did that
okay and then when she was all calm I went outside dad was sitting underneath the shade tree,
you remember the chinaberry tree?
CW- With the chair?
JW- Dad was sitting there enjoying oh man he could enjoy his life I mean you know he was a
deep thinker and so I asked dad I said dad I said look a here I said I just want to know from you I
said now I tried to talk to mom and find out why for so many years she’s been calling you to
come and eat and I said you never came I said I would have just thought that somebody should
change their mind, you know in other words, she should have stopped calling you or either you
should come and eat. And you know what he said he said than this I thought was the greatest
thing when it comes to love, yes. He said you let everybody do their own thing. That’s right so
therefore if she didn’t catch on by him her calling him and she felt as though she should continue
let her keep on calling didn’t bother him at all so I discovered at that point that she was
determined to be in charge and he was determined to be in charge so therefore to make it even
and smooth when she would get upset being that he’s in charge and he knows biblically conflict
caused by two verbally exchanges he would never verbal exchange with her when she would get
upset he would never verbally exchange he would sit there just like this with his eyes closed and
when she got really upset when she got really upset this is the time that she would use s-h-i-t yes
he’d sit there for one minute and then he would get up then he would just walk and walk down
the hill because you know you know where the horse is all the way down, he would have his
melons, he had his melons over there also had cucumbers and all from the top of that hill down
and he would just walk for about a couple of hours, then he’d come back then she would be
alright and he’d have another seat.
Thirty five minutes elapsed.
Right there in the same seat uh huh he says it always takes two so that’s why they were married
for many years and never had a problem because it was a thing that he was in the marriage to
stay and that’s the type of love and I think that is the type of love that god has you see because he
doesn’t if you belong to god he will chase you when you are disobedient but then if you
consistently become disobedient then he will they call it he will release you to the world okay
then one of the other things if you never belong to him you know then you are on your own and
then when you know so you will be chased so then if you never belong to him then you know the
devil is a liar a thief a killer so therefore you’re no part of him you see so dad you see he would
just you know that was his personality he was very persistent he’s a he was staying ‘til his room
until he got ready to come out of it, because he said that everyday is a special day when god
wakes you up so therefore you’re supposed to live it so in other words if you don’t wan tot come
out right away then it’s alright uh huh so when you come out then you do according to the and so
that is the practice he did now dad had accomplished a lot in his life. A lot in his life and you
know its you can be at a slow pace but whatever you do you do it good and it’s umm more
rewarding and also productive umm dad he would come out in there and now I will go to some
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of the other things I’ve told you that he was a seasonal worker right dad have owned a sawmill
you know that you cut lumber did one of the boys tell you about that?
CW- Umm hum
JW- yea I told you well I’m going to tell you some more, just a little bit, not a lot. He owned a
sawmill he’s also owned a Cain mill.
CW- Yea I heard that—
JW- Uh huh.
CW- I didn’t know that.
JW- And when he died it was so interesting that that people that owned the floral shop there yea
they umm were so regretful that he had passed and in one sense but then he told stories of dad
you know what happened umm this man who owns that floral shop around 16th area and he came
out and he told me that he knew Mr. Howard he said he and my father owned a sawmill and
guess what he said about your grandfather. He said your grandfather had the best sawmill he said
because now he didn’t only work it good but he worked it by a tractor he said my father worked
his sawmill by horse yes, yes, they have always given dad credit because dad was always a man
that believed that he was a man whenever he came out so therefore being the quietness that’s
why your mouth in the bible it says your tongue is your worst enemy you see dad has never had a
tongue to lash out so therefore what he fought he fought within now going back to the sawmill I
didn’t finish that story is that when he was cutting lumber being that he was in business he would
cut lumber for anyone so when the people of Hoy Anglo Saxon would come to the door he’s not
going to come out from back there unless he wants to come out he doesn’t care what complexion
mom had a diff personality so they both were diff dad was biblically that god made every man
special so therefore he doesn’t jump for any man so dad would see anyone on his terms not on
their terms according to who they might be no matter who they are he would come to that door if
he wanted to come to that door so now this is what dad would tell your grandmother if a white
man came to the door and dad was sitting back there and he did not want to come out that day he
said Idell—
Forty minutes elapsed.
Tell so and so I won’t be seeing them today he can come back another day not today Idell now
don’t lie to him. Now what do you think your grandmother did?
CW- Lied to them. (laughs)
JW- (laughing) And guess what your grandfather did.
CW- Sat down.
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JW- And he’d sit there and he never got up and said Idell I told you not to lie, why did you lie.
He never said that he would just still sit there just like this and had a real meditative mood. Now
most people would have responded in a very negative way dad did not respond you know. She
would lie we would see it we saw the qualities of dad. And we saw the qualities of mom. And
basically we took mom’s qualities of working because she had us I mean yearly we had a
different chore, that was during my years for sure and umm so we had to and you know therefore
if you did not you had to reap for what you had not done umm with dad, umm he was more quiet
so therefore when he said something to you umm the value and the quality of what he said you
would hear and it was not close you see it wasn’t close umm frequent I should say and his
quietness how he delivered himself in his behavior you know his spoken words you know now
most of them think I’m pretty loud because I you know dad was soft spoken mom you know
maybe I got a portion of hers because momma would really express herself umm so most of us
are like our dad and it’s something that we’ve never had training umm behavior from either one
of them but all of us all ten of us are something like workaholics uh huh that’s from mom all ten
of us are more like dad in the quiet and you know and our men are more like dad in one sense
you know. They are not men to just jump up and take over you see they are more like dad. I wish
they were more—I love them like they are but then I would like for them as the pastor stated
today get up and be in charge. Yea but you know sometimes to be in charge there is a friction
and that is somebody has to be really biblically in love with god to also keep down friction yes
and see because its so many of us as people when it’s not done like we wish for it to be done then
we go in opposition to you know what we wanted to what they have done you know and that’s
not good dad did not do that and I discovered that dad— dad umm sort of loved mom yea he was
he had a lot of humor I’m telling you because he didn’t speak very often but he would be
thinking deep so therefore when he’d come out with something it would just be so interesting,
yes very interesting. But and like umm the time that mom came to see him down at the hospital
and man she had painted herself up! You know she had lipstick I mean you know and she rolled
over there to his bedside and says Howard do you know who I am? And dad looked at her, you
know how he looked, he looked at her, and she asked him again, and he said yea, he says a
woman who’s gotten herself painted all over! (laughs) I said dad that was not a nice way to put it
I said she painted herself up for you yea dad, dad told me you know something I been down here
at this hospital for awhile and I don’t listen to the radio and the TV very often because I get my
news from Idell and Diane. (laughter erupts) I thought that was now wasn’t that funny, now dad
is that where you been getting our news from, Idell and Diane? He said— (laughs)
Forty-five minutes elapsed.
He said you know something you know I miss them I said you do and he said yes wasn’t that
interesting okay what else would you like to ask me
CW- Umm tell me a little bit about the racial climate here in Laurel or Hoy when you were
growing up did you ever feel racism directly, indirectly or whatever?
JW- Umm racism yea oh well you know I would say directly I think directly would be umm the
that was during the time that they had umm colored bathrooms white bathrooms fountains water
fountains if you went downtown white water fountains black fountains. Now in regards to during
those years you complied to what is offered to you so if you comply to that then you don’t have a
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problem. And so actually umm okay for most of us we complied by going to umm the one that
was assigned to us okay now umm the next thing that was directly was when we were being
bussed you know because our schools were in distance and whites would bus us too so therefore
when we would pass a white bus then the kids would spit over to the black umm bus yea stuff
like that but then um we did not react to them you see and so that kept down the different fights
and stuff like that but now Jean and Estella not Estella, yea it might have been Estella, Jean and
somebody now they did a lot of work in regards to the NAACP with Dr. Murphy. Dr. Murphy
was our dentist and his wife was the hygienist and they also were NAACP umm members or so
when integration started they started a lot of the opposition in regards to race the way we were
treated as separate now I also umm during my time you know I was here during the time of
Emmitt Till and which was not so far from here umm—
CW- How old were you when that happened?
JW- Well that was very distressful very distressful at the same time what happened right down
84 not very far in fact I can probably pick out the house but you know I have not looked over
there to see if the house was there, but down 84 west was a brick nice brick house which umm
was an attorney who umm who were umm financially was doing very well and I don’t know
their names but then his wife he had lived on property he had a umm car garage but the over
apartment and he had a husband and a wife there for 2 diff purpose the wife was to clean up in
fact it was just like joseph but joseph didn’t have a wife, but this case the wife was to clean and
the husband was to do the lawn and other small jobs okay so what happened was and this was
very close around Emmitt Till time that his wife the lawyer’s wife which was a white woman—
(Tape had to be paused, someone called the interviewer away for a brief moment.)
CW- So what were you saying about the lawyer?
JW- Oh yes, that they had lived on the property employees one was to do the domestic in house
and one which was the man on the outside and his wife fell in love with the husband of the
employee. And umm what happened was that she fell in love with him and one weekend she
gave the wife off duty, you know that she may go home—
Fifty minutes elapsed.
And the husband she needed him on duty. And her husband came home and his wife was in the
black employee’s apartment, yea—and umm what happened that they put him in jail right down
there in Laurel and each day they would cut a portion from him and the first day they jailed him
they jailed him on umm what was it, umm, rape or whatever but then the first cut was they
castrated him and then each day they would cut a part and I sometimes I think about that how
long you know but you know that is what happened. But something compatible to joseph you
remember Pharaoh’s wife fell in love with him yea and then but she could have had him killed
but then pharaoh sort of knew joseph he was set a part and then one minister gave a story that he
was not put in the regular prison but in like the federal, upper level, prison you know. For that
reason because pharaoh sort of knew the quality of man he was but umm then from his wife
accusations then he did you know put him in jail but that is what happened here. So those two
	
  

148	
  

incidents happened so close together so yea it put you into a lot of thoughts to racism, but then
when you look at racism it is really Satan at work. Satan comes in many different forms you see.
So therefore he can use it as race, put down many people, as that person who’s carrying that
belief and then some people can carry it in a way that they give the message out to a bigger
audience and as their vocab vocabulary is so strong their flow of speech is so strong you know
until you know even the weak really believe and even sometimes the strong start to believe you
see because this person is giving you some evidence why you should be against this group of
people now some years ago about that same time in California his name was Dr. Jennings which
stated that a black man I think he said the black man had a tiny brain and you know I think he
was really psychotic to even come out that was a form a racism you know but then he was
talking about the brain capacity of a black person was not of the quality of a white person you
see I now that is just like doing Dr. Drew wasn’t it Dr. Drew who came up with blood plasma?
Yea dr. drew, Andrew, oh what was his name, he came up with the blood plasma I need an
encyclopedia but when he discovered blood plasma, he was a black doctor that umm I forget the
full story but actually when they came up with it blood is blood your blood and any color a
person because you know people like a bouquet and everything about you is made the same way
as another person of a diff complexion and that’s inside to the outside but then when he came up
with the plasma in regards to transfusion, the white man did not want the black blood, you
remember? Yea, so therefore they discovered later that blood is blood. It’s in the bible the bible
tells you everything that you wanted to know. Everything that you need yes. Umm so that is
what happened there. Now, what was the story I forgot the story, yes, that was the question?
CW- Oh, I was just asking about racism. Have you ever experienced it?—
Fifty five minutes have gone by.
JW- Okay. Oh yes, yes. So I gave you that okay. Myself oh, well myself I experienced it. I
experienced it in school. Well and guess what I didn’t experience it I experienced it down here
when we were separated, but that’s hey—and I experienced it like this, which was really
something when we were growing up. When we were growing up, and we went to Friendship
School, blacks and whites—whites would get their books on time, you know when school starts,
this is when they would get all their books, so that if there were new books, old books, or
whatever books, their students got their book individuals. When their books were all completed,
and they had given all of their students their books, they gave us the blacks the remainder. So
therefore if you were in a family and it was two if you only got one book. Also in a classroom
you might not have gotten a whole complete set of books for that class. You might have mix and
match—yea that’s a good way to use it. That’s what we had when we were growing up.
Mississippi and match, in regards to books, so therefore if we had one book, when we came
home, being that mom was one that she was not a person that knew how to read, she always
wanted us to be educated she would sit us at the table, sit us around the table and we should have
to read a lesson so therefore when she would get to a word, you know one that she could not
pronounce we would sit there. And oh boy—you know I was hyperactive. I was running and so
we would have to sit there until she really pronounced that word I mean she took so much of my
time doing that until I said Lord I’d be sitting there at the table and I’d be like my gosh, why
doesn’t she just skip the word? And let’s gone to another one! Therefore umm that I developed
an inferiority complex in reading. I in fact sometimes I still have it you know you have to work
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on every weakness you have you have to work on. Sometimes it just drops in and you have to
work on it again. But when I got ready to go to college now when I finished my high school and
got ready to go to college, I was up there in Michigan, and umm I went to a this college and this
is the way they practiced weeding up out, either umm making us strive for what you wanted you
know, and that is something that we are missing as a group of people. We do not strive for what
God has given us the ability to do. So when I went to this college, and this is Highland Park, a
college it was predominantly white. By then I have completed high school and so I went there
and umm we had to have an entrance exam and you know I had a lot of fear. And my fear was
that I was never a reader and I was still trying to read so when I went and took that exam so
interesting that he called me to the office you know. He didn’t call me to say well you know you
failed or you passed, he called me in to let me know that I was not qualified for college. And I
said wow but I finished high school, so what would you like for me to do, I said I’ve got to go to
school somewhere! You know. So he says to me well coming from MS your educational level is
elementary and I said wow, and people coming from the south as blacks, we knew more about
our black history than northerners. Actually it all boiled down as I observed and I took an
assessment of that, blacks in the south was more quip—because we had our history, along with
the history, and umm we knew also that survival of food and how to live and I discovered after
being fearful for a short while that we were actually pretty qualified. So, when he told me that I
told him well hey, I’ve got to get into school somewhere—
One hour elapsed.
I said I finished high school and the next step is supposed to be college. I said now what do you
suggest and you know what he did for me, he said this is what you do you take these 10 courses.
And they were actually courses that I needed, because I had not had them. It’s interesting how
God does things. Biology, chemistry— chemistry had never been introduced to me here in
Mississippi. Biology has just came into the schools just came into the school so I never had a
class of it and the next one was reading, I had to take a speed reading class, I had to take algebra
I had to take—English, probably a couple of them, but I had ten courses. The next stipulation
was that I could not just pass them, but I must make A’s. A to a B, so therefore I have to study
hard. So I took it because I knew that I had not had those subjects, because you know you can
always perfect yourself. He gave it to me, at the same time I had worked myself into practically
nursing class. I was taking classes, and had taken the test a couple of times. The first time I took
the test I had failed it by three points. And you know who was in charge a black lady. She told
me rather than sitting, one thing we are failing in is good communication skills, she told me, you
failed by three, no she didn’t tell me that she said you failed English. She said don’t come back
until you know you can pass—that was poor communication. I think she could have done it
better if she had stated you were a bit weak in this sub why don’t you go home and study so and
so, being that she was older, she had more education, she had more knowledge in jobs, and give
somebody some direction. She didn’t give me direction, she gave me fear. So therefore I was
looking for a good job one that was going to pay some money so one day I got the nerve to go
back down there and umm you know who took care of me a young white guy. He was about 32
years old and I told him my experience and I said I took the exam, because I wanted to go into
nursing, but actually I just want a better job. I really want a better job and I’ve thought about it
and I would like to get into the factory. And he talked to me he said look here, you’re not an auto
working type. He said that is not your fill. He said you’re not supposed to be over there. I want
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you to take the test again. He said you know by the way, I think her name was Mrs. McArthur or
something like that, he said the best thing that has happened to her is that she’s no longer here.
Now I want you to take that test again and take it very relaxing. Don’t go in there and say I must
pass, go in there with relax and just breathe through it and take your time. Don’t say I’m going to
pass it or whatever, just take your time. I took his advice and I passed. I passed the exam and I
was in practical nursing school, and after this Dr. Wybinger, who told me I wasn’t qualified and I
came from Mississippi and that was elementary level down here compared to up there so I
started taking his subjects too. So I was in nursing, and I was also in there—
One hour and five minutes have elapsed.
And I also was working. So each course I would take and I would really concentrate on it and I
made A’s. I made A’s and 2 B’s and at the end I was so tired, because I was doing 2 different
other, I was so exhausted and working and that’s when I came to here to allow myself to take a
cruise. But what happened was when I finished my course the last subject I said to myself I said
Jerri, look-a-here, a C is passing. I said okay. (laughs) so I still got the records at the house, so
it’s okay for you to make a C, so I passed nursing and I passed that course. Now I came through
MS, picked up Vera, oh I had to beg Vera. Oh I was driving, that was an exciting drive, and we
drove all the way to Miami. Parked on the shore you know and got the boat over, then came
back, and then I’m ready now to face Wybinger again. You know but no behaviors you observe
behaviors. Therefore I knew you always save the evidence okay. (laughs) He said it’s like the
doctor in the prison system he said Mrs. Williams always save your evidence. Always save your
evidence. And so what happened was I had all of my paperwork that he had written out and you
see all of the requirements and everything I knew with his personality by the time I made it back
he would have thrown all of my records away, and I already knew that. So therefore I went back
with all of my papers—you know you live life on a fun level. You see you don’t live life like you
owe me something, because god is going to make that possible. So when I walked in there I said
Dr. Wybinger, I’m Jerlean Williams you asked me to take certain subjects, I did, so therefore I’m
ready to come and enter into the college. He called his secretary, the games that people play, he
called he and asked her he said hey look over there in the file grey files go through there and
look for Jerlean Williams. That’s because he’s supposed to have the records. Boy she looked,
and she was so conscientious—you know she worked for a living. You know yea, so therefore
she looked and come to his office very professional like and she said Dr. Wybinger, umm I
didn’t find no Mrs. Williams in there any place. And boy he knew he was lying—it’s awful, we
know that too from the Bible right. When god asked somebody in this group, you know in the
disciples, is going to betray me, and what did Judas say, is it me lord? How could he say that.
Now Dr. Wybinger having her to go to the office, now look-a-here, this time he’s going to send
her to another one, now look in there in the black file cabinet. He knew it was gone! Why would
he do that? He did it so well he did it so well it was awful and she went in there and she looked.
And I sat right there, I sat right there. And he wore her out, and I was so persistent and polite
guess what he said when she came back--he said look-a-here, just go on over there to the college
and tell them I sent you. He said by the way you know something, out of 100 that I tell what I
told you only 2 or 3 comes back. Can you imagine, that’s black people! Isn’t that something. So
there, yes that’s so true. I’d say if it was possible I would have recorded him, but then, what
happened was I became an RN very soon after I was a practical nurse.
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One hour and ten minutes elapsed.
And umm some of the friends that I went to school with, I was encouraging them to get into
school to RN and then one of them, which was a little bit younger than I, I asked her to get up
there to Highland Park and get you a test and umm get into RN I thought they were smarter
too—and much more enduring than I, but they were not. She told me well no, she said Dr.
Wybinger told me I wasn’t qualified. I said well honey just because he told you that doesn’t say
that you’re not. You have to keep on working with—you have to continue to go for things on
people, you see I was working there years ago I was working in a laundry and I wanted to come
out of that laundry and to something a little bit above that, I mean let’s get out the laundry, it’s
hot down there not making very much and I wanted to make a climb and I went to him and I was
really producing and I went to him to get out he said I’m sorry you are not producing. He said
I’m not producing and then I’m working for him you know so therefore I asked him well then
can you tell me exactly what I must do to improve my output. He told me, but I did not change
my behavior. And I went back to him in three months because that’s what we had verbalized and
when I went back I said do you mind giving me the status of my work now and he said you’re
doing a good job. So I said wow, the manipulation of people. You have to hang in in life because
guess who manipulates people?
CW- Everybody.
JW- Amen! Everybody.
CW- You always have to be ready, just watch out and listen.
JW- That’s what you have to be ready for. That’s what I tell the doctors office, the banks and
everybody. You know when you borrow some money and then they go get some papers, three
sheets or two sheets one. Which is it? The privacy papers. Why do you sign them? Just because
they made the offer. But I always like to let them know, you know this is the dumbest behavior
that anyone could offer another person. You know when you’ve got computers and everybody
knows anything that they want to know about you, and you’re going to offer me a privacy paper
to sign that you’re not—it doesn’t make logical sense. So the sense that I get from that is the
world manipulation and conning. So what do you do? You do alright, you do better with the
relationship with the Lord. Now, did I finish that. Okay that was it with the schooling I got into
school and I went ahead. I went from Highland Park to Wayne State University and then I went
to umm Ferris and I completed the nursing.
CW- Umm why did you leave Laurel in the first place?
JW- I left Laurel because again I messed up and I messed up number 1 as the preacher was
preaching today—I don’t know why I think number one is I can you a couple reasons definitely
why. I’ve always had goals in mind you know that I definitely whatever my mind is a speedy
mind, I’m very curious—I like to check things out and I think that’s how I got into my worse
troubles and my worse troubles was sex before marriage you know and what happened? The first
time, the only time I was pregnant okay? So therefore at those years you had to get married. So
therefore I was married and the person which is Charles father, he was very immature also and
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my mind discovered that when it was late but then that did not go over well with mom and the
family cause then this don’t happen in the family you see.
One hour and fifteen minutes elapsed.
So therefore my mind was to educated myself and do something diff so after I was married and I
knew that he wasn’t that person that was going to do anything—he was not going to get back
into school, he was going in other directions and he went to Minnesota and I didn’t see any good
communication so I went to Michigan. And that’s where I started to work on that divorce and the
reason I went to Michigan was because I had messed up my life here because the rules here at
that time, I think it would be good still if it were going on is that if you have put yourself in
another phase then you will not have a lot of young girls who have babies and will still be
received. See so I was no longer in that group, do you understand? So I was no longer in the
phase of a young lady in school just for the purpose of working on education. I’m in there
contaminated I’m a contamination to that environment so therefore in my mind I wanted to do
something in life so I had to leave here in order to do that that’s how I left here. One thing down
here you could not go to school—and they had no adult schools. Now today, they’ll take you into
the schools, they have schools and everything is contaminated. I do believe everybody should
pay for what the rules are set because if you can not okay if there are rules then you are going to
try to fight to stay within that boundary but see if you don’t have a boundary then you have a lot
of looseness. Does that make sense? Yea so there fore what happened to me I give it to young
ladies I talk to a lot of young ladies in fact your cousin by marriage Raven, I used to talk to them
and she was oh auntie oh auntie you have said that so many times. She would have had enough.
Yes. So that is I think sometimes that has been a teaching mission for me to give you know if
sometimes in your life going you will pick up things that you have done that you know have not
been fitting—are not designed according with God that you would just like to give that info to
someone else so that they don’t go down that hole. You know Paul was giving me something
today, because a lot of the kids during the spell of the pants down the shoes on a leash you know
they pick up behaviors that they don’t know where it came from, and especially if they are giving
it to each other if someone an adult like me give it to them, they prefer believing their group than
me but those things came from jailers you know people in jail so therefore when I would give
them that information they would not listen. Paul DeLoach a cousin, they lived in Oakland and
moved back just recently there in San Quentin I believe, at the border of San Francisco, a man
who had been in jail for 27 years a young kid walking the street his pants was dropped and he
grabbed him and raped him and this kid now is doing mission in regards to hey pull your pants
up, that came from the wrong place.
Twenty minutes elapsed.
You don’t know what that represents and you might be taken. Things happen in life God does it
his way so it was not that I could never blame mom or either dad for what I did even though they
never sat and talked to me like I’ve talked to other young ladies.
1:20:23
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along the way because oh can I really do it? You know and so many times I was trying got reach
Betty because I had told Betty last year you know when they meet let them know that I am going
to be working with you and we will get the family reunion together. I thought that she was much
more equip in regards to good communication you know paperwork keeping tabs on everything
but she—she has a great desire, but she doesn’t have that and then communication I could not
call Betty and answer her and then in May when I came down I said well I’m going to go around
and find some of the older ones and find out just how to get this family reunion really concrete
so it will be going. So cousin Vernell I must go down to see her too, she would send they called
Betty they couldn’t reach her. Then they went up to Forest, MS and they said they called Betty
and they could never reach her I couldn’t reach her either but guess what the family reunion was
great. So you know she was saying wow you all did a real wonderful family reunion and I said
wow we really have to be careful because umm you can put yourself in it was all because of the
Lord yes— yes all because of the lord. And the person who said it she really did a big hot
number. She did the program and the tree but I think she missed out on a name on there, she left
a name off of there, mom is a Brown, a no, yea, my mother maid— no my mother’s mother was
a Brown. Okay my mother’s mother was a Brown and she married a Page, yup that was that. So
it’s good so that was good to hear from you okay and umm yes so umm that’s what I’m
searching for so umm I do believe that umm everything is going to work out very well. Now you
know something you stated that some people say that to you umm that they just can’t believe we
have property and you know something and most of their families have had property and have
lost it. And I meet some older people they can’t believe that we have property and its strange to
me that they can’t believe because and they the next thing they think is that wow you’re family
like that? Boy, I wish our family was like that. Then you know what I feel, wow, we as a race of
people are pretty bad off because we don’t have no perfect family.
CW- I mean I get it from white people too, especially in my program. They’ll be like wait
y’all have property in Mississippi? You go? I mean it’s family; what, am I not supposed to
go to the house? It’s my family’s house; I can come up here.
JW- That’s right
CW- They’re like oh, you’re not scared?
JW- Not scared?
CW- I’m in the woods.
JW- (laughing) That is so interesting. Yea you know Sunday last Sunday we had a cousin from
Pennsylvania that came through here for another family reunion and he said this was the 1st time
he has ever been down here. Because his father left here with fear and stated that he would never
come back to MS and when he came he was just so surprised he was like in shock and he said
these are my cousins and all of this is going on? He couldn’t believe it. Yes, so he says the next
family reunion, oh yea, what you call that stuff, Tawana’s got his address, but he said the next
family reunion he was going to be here. Next family reunion is going to be in New Orleans. But
in that we had a nice one down there with umm—you remember that one? You were younger we
had a nice time—
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CW- I remember the tail end of it.
JW- Oh you remember the tail end?
CW- Just a little bit.
JW- it was very educational we had a nice, nice time yea so now you going to as you’re growing
you’re going to reach out to the younger ones right?
CW- Umm hum and I mean while I’m—I mean I’ve always been a family history buff
anyway. Umm but…
One hour and forty-five minutes elapsed.
As I’m developing the project as I get it moving and really understanding what I want to
do, at our next family meeting ill probably, which will probably be thanksgiving ill
probably give an update cause ill still be working on it. Just kind of impart that wisdom
and just try to peak somebody’s interest like you can’t let the history die.
JW- Wonderful, I like that.
CW- And you just can’t have the history and everybody else have said like people I don’t
know if they just lack the foresight or the understanding that you you’re momma and
daddy aren’t here forever. As wonderful as they are you’re not here so we have to take up
that burden on ourselves.
JW- Yes, that’s right. Yes! Wonderful. That’s what we have to have yes. We never know what
gifts each one have; but see your gift you’re going to give it to them. Because they probably
cloudy to the understanding so coming from you they get a better glimpse a better understanding
because you’re on the same age level. Now, another thing, it takes some growth. Some people
will grow automatically they understand immediately some people at a slower rate so in other
words. Don’t give up.
CW- Yea, you got to work with some people. Everybody’s personality is different. Not
everybody is like me and that’s what’s interesting about life, you know?
JW- That’s right.
CW- You don’t need a lot of Chelsea’s or Jerlean’s around.
JW- Uh huh, isn’t that something? Now you know when I discovered that was when I was in my
later teens and early 20s I discovered it was just okay to be me when you understand that let me
tell you then you have the whole of life.
CW- Oh you ain’t got to worry, I love me. I’m good. I don’t need to be like nobody else.
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JW- Nobody else. Because God did not what you to be like anybody else that’s what we miss out
on and that’s what Satan comes in on because Satan tells you well my gosh if you don’t have a
master’s degree you’re nothing if you don’t have a million dollars you’re nothing. If you don’t
have these 200-dollar shoes you’re nothing well now see that is not the ruler of life. Everybody is
important.
CW- I beat to the rhythm of my own drum. (laughs) if I go to the thrift store and find
something for a dollar if I go to the store and find something for 200, as long as I can afford
it I’m living within my means, my Gods first—then I’m good.
JW- So you have to pass that on to the young ones. Let’s say with the light and the spirit of salt,
say not over seasoned just, just want it nicely seasoned. And they’ll understand. Yes.
CW- Well I guess that’s the end of that.
JW- Okay my dear.
CW- Thank you very much.
JW- You’re welcome.
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Jerlean Williams Interview Two
Today is Saturday, August 4th. My name is Chelsea Wright and my Auntie Jerlean has
just called me so she can revisit some questions that I had about her relationship with my
grandmother and grandfather. This is done over the phone so I’m not sure how the reception will
be. Here it goes.
Jerlean Williams- JW
Chelsea Wright- CW
JW- Okay, now I think that the spot there for mom and dad. Right? Well I’m going to give you
the information, and you are going to place it where it should be. Umm, most prideful moment of
my life growing up, was when I was very young. Mom’s conflict in relationship was that dad
would not train her how to drive a car okay. So boy she kept that sermon for a long time.
Sometimes it would be mild with the complaints and sometimes it would get to the point when
she would say that word, s-h-i-t. The next thing that she would get all riled up about was that she
wanted a brick house, did not want to be up there on the hill. She wanted a big nice brick house.
And she would have a disagreement with that most frequent. And then umm finally Dad started
piecing the house together, and she would go into high mode on that. Let me see, the next one
that she would go through were the things in the house. So therefore as we older ones start to
grow up we gave her big money she would spend it on somebody else, so therefore I was one
who painted that den I made one big fat paint of blue I don’t know where the paint came from
but I knew it was there and I used it I painted that big spot and what I loved about it so much was
that momma never argued with me why did you mess my house up? And just paint that big spot
you know so that sort of made me feel good, but I knew what she wanted so therefore I did that
and I was hoping that as I grew up that I would do more so therefore as I grew up I gave her one
big piece of money one time and she did not use it properly you know so therefore your auntie
started to buy big things. So I was the one who put the carpet down umm I knew she would like a
nice carpet I made sure she had the big screen tv and things of that sort that I would put in there
you know so I knew that she would have comforts. Now my brothers you know she they would
give her big money and that was Howard and Jerry you know so I would say to them don’t give
her big money because she’s not going to spend it wisely she’s going to give it away. Umm but
they would say that’s what mom wants you know so therefore that was that type of relationship
whereas not with the car now jean started when he was in the army, well I’m going to buy mom
a car, so he bought my mother the first car, so that is how we sort of erased those complaints to
dad we wanted them to be happy together and you know I was just thinking that those were the
things that really made mom comfortable. Now after your grandfather built that big house down
there on the road she had argued for so many years then we wanted her to go down there and
now her behavior changed. Now she did not want to go down there, she wanted to stay right
there on the hill. Therefore we had started to receive some peace with those disagreements that
she had had for so many years. And I was thinking about that and I said wow I said now those
were some of the uncomfortable moments as I was growing up but they were not so extreme that
you know I could not live with it but I would just wish in those times that they could have really
put the fun together but those years that my mother would go out to work she would only make a
dollar and something for all day then it increased to two dollars and something per all day and
then finally she got in at Sanderson chicken farm now dad was the person that he was a seasonal
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worker so therefore it was greens cucumbers that type of thing seasonal now his brain he had a
very good working brain so that’s where he got the sawmill, he got the Cain-mill, he got that
thing and that’s how he was bringing his funds in.
Five minutes have elapsed.
So eventually we got that more comfortable. Okay, now those are some of the ideas I don’t think
I had given to you. Umm so I think that’s good for now.
CW- why wouldn’t granddaddy teach grandmamma how to drive?
JW- umm well you know something they were very oppositional. Dad wanted to be in charge
and umm mom umm he did not move fast enough for her. You know and that’s why the sermon
that was given Sunday it was such a wonderful sermon because what has happened to our men
they are slow they want to be in charge but then they don’t have the umph to get up and do it, so
therefore and umm mom and umm dad did not get up and do it, then mom would jump in and do
it. He was…he wanted to hold his position, and mom wanted to hold her position. They were in
opposition to each other and that’s why dad never came to eat when mom called him. He didn’t
want her to completely control him you see sometimes you have to be quiet and mom did not
how to be quiet and let dad work within his speed sometimes females they want it done right
now and they want it done their way, but you have to take the good and work with it as well as
possible and umm I think she sort of beat dad down in one sense but he held that position so he
was not going to come until he got ready so if she thought that he should have been out the bed
doing then hey he wasn’t going to come out the room because he wanted to be in charge of
himself and I think that’s what has happened to a lot of black females and a lot of females now.
You know whereas they will present things to their husbands and then if they don’t do it within a
certain amount of time to their expectations they jump up and they do it themselves and then
they do it for so long guess what they do it until they get them out the house they threw them out
the house either he just walked away and gets someone else who might not be so demanding so
that’s what happened. Dad did not want to be so demanding upon him but he would stay there he
was not going to leave; he lived that part of the bible. He lived that design but he was not going
to come. That’s when I asked later in the years. Well why didn’t you come when momma would
call you? And he said you let every man do his own thing. So in other words you know hey my
position is that hey I don’t want to come now, you know they didn’t have that communication.
Well you know Idell maybe you prepare the food and then ill come in later when I really get
hungry you see they didn’t have that good communication skills. And mom you know she
probably would not have listened anyway. She probably would have put it there and she wanted
him to come and get it right now. And that was her lifestyle I discovered that umm we all took
up certain habits from people and umm I have a lot of those habits but my brain matter to please
so therefore I knew that I could not get along with the relationship because of the people I lacked
are not people who are getting up moving like I move so therefore when they don’t move, I get
rid of [but] you see that’s not God’s design so your auntie has not been in Gods design. But you
see I discovered that years ago and therefore I said well I will not umm what is it umm add
confusion to any confusion ill just stay out of relationships because I have to work on myself and
see that is what happened there. They had many years of that but finally it settled down and
that’s why we go down there and we work so hard.
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CW- Umm—
JW- Okay?
CW- Yes, umm why didn’t grandma want the house on the hill
JW- I think my mother had something like an oppositional behavior. You know because he
wanted it on the hill umm she didn’t want it on the hill yet and guess what happened after many
years on the hill at least she was able to apologize and say that Howard I’m so happy that you put
us up on this hill.
Ten minutes elapsed.
Because what happened [is] that everyone who comes up on the hill they get umm they’re so
surprised and so umm umm you know we get a lot of admiration that this house is on this hill,
you’d be surprised what you’d find on it. You know it’s not a hill that has a lot of accumulation
of junk but a lot of people come up on the hill they really admire that hill and I think that maybe
what got and then she because very thankful but thankful far down the line, you see, so I
experienced a lot of those days that she was not very happy on that hill umm but that is what
happened. She got up on that hill, she fell in love, and we knew that she was not happy on that
hill for so long so when she dad did build that nice house down there and he gave her an
opportunity he said now Idell you can go down and live in that house you know and she did not
want to go I think she had a sort of oppositional type of behavior you know no man is perfect and
some of us have more of something you know everybody has a weakness and sometimes our
weakness is the most simple part about us and I think that was her umm weakness you know you
say G and he say H you know like one of those types of things.
CW- I guess my last question—
JW- Umm, hello?
CW- Yes, can you hear me auntie? I guess my last question is to what you’re saying is why
did you make it your responsibility—can you hear me?
JW- Yes, any more questions?
CW- Yes, can you hear me?
JW- Yes, now I can
CW- Okay, why did you make it your responsibility to go up on the hill and try to make
everything to what you thought grandma wanted and putting in the work and painting and
putting in carpet and stuff like that?
JW- well you know something? I think I grew up with the idea that I wanted a nice place too and
I was working and I made very good doing the work so I could afford doing the work I could
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afford buying her a TV and myself a TV I could afford to put my carpet down and to put her
some carpet down because I knew that’s what she liked and enjoyed. Umm, and umm at that
time I could afford; but I and Jean, he knew she wanted a car, so he went out and bought it
because we knew how much they could afford. You know dad had that seasonal money and
mom was working for very little, actually mom did not start to make any money before your
mother, James, and Estella. And that was still very little compared to umm how much I made so
I was able to do those things I have never in my life thought to be rich I have never lived to be
rich I have never lived selfish so that everything belongs to me so I wanted to really share and let
mom enjoy and I wish I could have done more because it was possible you know but I think
sometimes umm poor management of your funds but I‘ve done quite a few things. I’ve done a lot
of travelling and I’ve done down there I’ve done up here and so that is that reason I was able to I
found my way and I think that God that God he helped me. I certainly had a lot of fear, I had a
lot of fear in reading because mom she could not read she had an 8th grade education, but us older
ones when we came in from school she would sit us around the table and we had to read and
umm when we get to a word and mom could not pronounce it we had to sit there we had to sit
there and thank God that she had patience well because my mind was running but I knew I had to
obey so I was like my gosh it seems as though she should just skip the word, let’s go to the next
one that we know so I can get out and play but that was not her goal in mind. Her goal was to
become educated and so those are some of the fears that I have had in life but I was able to go
through college very well without flunking and you know God has given us all that we need, but
what we need to do is just wake up and use it, so that is what happened. You know I still have
the fear sometimes I have the fear of reading and guess what I can be looking at a word and it’s
just so simple and I just can’t pronounce it right at that time; because those fears take priority
sometimes.
Fifteen minutes have elapsed.
They come back to haunt you know because Satan wants to see you know is she strong or maybe
she’s weak but you know this is my time to step in so you know immediately I have to do a
reflection I do a reflection and I remember those times when I went to Dr. Wibinger I had an
elementary level of education and I made all As and B’s all except for one, and that was that last
one I decided I’m tired I’m just going to pass this exam and I made a C so I discovered that if
you put the effort in there you can do it. So when I have that fear to come in then I do a reflection
you know its like everyday you know we have to do a reflection upon our lives because if we
don’t we think we have done it ourselves but you see if we take a reflection we see where we
have come from and it is a blessing to see where we have come from and you can have to lie
upon the Lord each day and give him thanks and praises because hey you were not as bad off as
you think that’s what happened I think I gave you an answer.
CW- Thank you that really
JW- Yes, Okay
CW- Yes ma’am.
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JW- Okay my dear, that’s all for now. If you think of if you think there’s something I might have
missed but I think that’s what I wanted to cover.
CW- Okay, I appreciate it Auntie.
JW- Okay, alright. Take care.
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Stephen Wright Speech
During last Thanksgiving break, my family packed up and visited Laurel, MS, as is out
family tradition. Gathering in my Mother’s hometown, surrounded by family, we always get
together to celebrate the occasion being surrounded by family and in love. This past
Thanksgiving, my Mother decided that throughout the various days, she wanted each of her
siblings to get involved and share their personal narratives on what it was like growing up in
Laurel. The presentations were very powerful, and allowed for many reflections to be made.
Below is the transcription for Thanksgiving dinner where one of my brothers, Stephen Wright,
took the time to respond to my Auntie Estella Holmes’ address to the family. He is sharing some
of his thoughts on what these gatherings have meant to him throughout his lifetime, and speaks
on how he hopes to get involved more.
SW-Stephen Wright
So, uh, this has been… I haven’t been to here to Mississippi in Thanksgiving in a really long
time. And uh, just being one of these young men, I’m just going to throw it out here, because
we’re all family, for the past couple years it’s been just really rough for me; uh, just emotionally,
physically, spiritually, the whole nine. And one of the things I was just talking with just a mutual
friend that I have, and this guy is a, he’s a uh (chuckles) a white guy, and his grandparents or
whatever they were, they were in the Holocaust, and he was telling me about how his family
when they get together, that the older folks would pass down the different stories; something
very similar to basically what we were doing today. And it kind of just teaches the young people
just how the families had to struggle and what they did to survive, and on top of that it kind of
encourages them to just move on.
One thing that happened yesterday, was a (mumbles to himself). One thing that happened
yesterday all of the guys cooked breakfast in the morning. And I was talking to Auntie Estella
and Auntie Vinnie last night, and I said that that was probably one of the best things that has
happened to me in my twenty-five years of living; was just being able to be in the kitchen with
(yells into the crowd about their continued ruckus and distracting noise).
So all I was saying was that, you know, one of the best things that has happened to me in my
twenty-five years of living was just being amongst family yesterday in the kitchen, you know
with all of my cousins and my sister and just family, cooking breakfast for the other side of the
family and although some stuff happened, we burnt eggs (laughter), we had the kitchen smoking,
but it was still a time that I will always remember and cherish, and it makes me want to strive to
be exactly what you guys are pushing us to become. You know this young black male that needs
to step up and needs to step up to the challenge. And basically what I want to say, and this is me
talking to myself as well, to our generation to my generation, we got to start really encouraging
one another and being there for one another. And one thing that I can really say and (chuckles)
you know, uh, it’s been times that I’ve wanted to punch him and fight him all the time, but my
brother has always been about family, and getting family together, and umm I coached this past
Fall for football, and we would have meetings on Sundays. And Chris (Stephen’s brother) would
get really mad because that’s when we have family dinners, and he would be like you know you
can leave early or something and at the time I wasn’t worried about it, I was like man y’all will
be there when I get back. But you see what I’m saying is guys, we take a lot for granted. This
family, this stuff that we have right here. I have a lot of friends, you know when I go back home,
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and uh Chelsea (Stephen’s sister) and I joke about it umm, (chuckles). I was just sitting in class
and the teacher asked who’s going to these different states, and you know she just started naming
off states, and here I am, and I’m raising my hand, and everyone thought that I was lying saying,
“man you’ve never been to all this,” but I was like yea man my family we used to always pack
up in vans and carpool and we used to travel around the states man. We had a portable toilet in
the back (Everyone is laughing and agreeing), and we would just go, and everyone was like,
“y’all must have been rich!” But I was like boy stop! (Sarcastic voice) (Crowds laugh.) We
weren’t rich, if you just look at some of those pictures, boy we had the hand-me-down clothes,
(crowd mumbles in agreement). But one thing that made us rich was, at the time I didn’t realize
it and I kind of went off— Cause yea, society tells us, for you to be rich you have to have the
money, you have to have the best cars, you have to have the nicest clothes, the nicest shoes,
that’s what makes you rich. So yea, I did go off on that, because that was what society was
telling me, and I was just like man, I have to do this, this, and this. I’m not as cool as this person.
And now I look back on it and say man, I was just as rich as this person who had five million
dollars in the bank because I have something that they don’t have you know. I have this, this
opportunity on Thanksgiving to come down and eat and fellowship, and break bread and just you
know encourage one another.
5-minute mark
So for my generation, and the younger guys, and the little girls in the back that is growing up.
And we really got to start looking out for one another, because as the older folks, our aunties and
uncles, and parents are saying it’s getting about the time for us to step up and take the reins to
this horse that we call the Keys’, you know this whole family thing. And I know Chris did it this
year, when he sent out Facebook messages and Twitter’s, ‘cause you know we’re all on that
social stuff, and Andre (Stephen’s younger cousin) got into it, he sent a handwritten letter and
mailed it to everyone saying, it’s been so long since we’ve all been back, and umm this has been
very, very, very special to me, being able to come back after a number of years and not seeing
everyone, but seeing everybody in god health, and seeing everybody and you know it’s just like
no one has really changed. You know some folks got a little, got a little bigger or whatever, we
grew up, but I just really want to say that I’m glad I was able to be a part of this family and what
this family is trying to do, and what this family will do in the future. And for having aunties and
uncles, and parents, and siblings and cousins to challenge each and every one of us in everyway
shape of form, if it’s in sports or academics, we got to be there for each other. We have to pick of
the cellphone, we have to call each other, we have to text each other, we have to Twitter and
email, you know we need to just check in on our aunties and family to say hey I just wanted to
drop you a line to let you know I’m thinking about you, because that stuff really does matter.
And uh I pick on Andre because he talks to everybody. He don’t know you and he will be like
“hey what’s up kinfolk!” And I’m like hey man that’s not you, but it’s family you know.
Someone said you never know how a simple hello can change a person’s life, can affect a
person’s life. So for you just to call your cousin just to say hey man, I’m just dropping you a line
to check on you, I love you if you need anything I’m here for you, praying for you. That doesn’t
necessarily mean he has to call you back or anything, but it just shows that you got love for him,
you there for him, and you respect him. I want to send that challenge out to my generation. And I
want to thank my aunties and uncles and parents for you know instilling that in us, that seed. So
now it’s time for us to blossom and become the Keys we know we can be.
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Eugene Keys Interview
In this interview with my Uncle Eugene Keys
EK- Eugene Keys
CW-Chelsea Wright
CW- Good evening today is July—August 7th 2012 my name is Chelsea Wright and I’m
sitting on the porch of the Jubilee Center at Cedine Bible Camp in Spring City, Tennessee.
I’m sitting here with my uncle Eugene keys and this is interview one. How are you doing
uncle Eugene?
EK- I’m doing great.
CW- Can you state your full name for me?
EK- My name is Eugene keys.
CW- Can you tell me your date of birth?
EK- Umm yes it’s June 9, 1946.
CW- Can you tell me a little bit about where you’re from?
EK- I’m from Laurel, Laurel, Mississippi. I umm was born raised there until the age of 18 umm
at that time I went into the military.
CW- Okay, umm well umm we’ll touch on the military in a little bit, but how was it
growing up in Laurel?
EK- It was a real experience it was of course years that I enjoyed and I enjoyed it because I was
brought up in a Christian home my mom and dad they were Christian, and we lived a pretty good
life even though umm we did not have the income that a lot of other people in our community
had my mother she was a maid she worked in homes sometimes three jobs a day in order to
make ends meet of course with a family of ten those ends were never met, and my dad he was a
farmer and he also had his own sawmill but umm the income wasn’t there so even though we
didn’t have the income we still had a pretty good and peaceful life.
CW- You talk about living in Laurel as a real experience what do you mean by that?
EK- Well umm there was umm hard work and you know you hear people saying today oh I’m
bored we never had time to be bored when I was umm young umm say in the at the age between
8 and about umm 13 years of age. I had to do diff jobs around the house you know mom—dad,
as I said dad farmed and umm there were a lot of times that we had to work on the farm and
when we were not working on the farm umm cleaning out the grass from the spinach rolls or
cutting spinach or picking cotton or umm picking planting umm bell peppers and umm we had to
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work at the sawmill. And umm so umm there was no time to sit around and umm just play and
do nothing and it was always real sad words for me when mom would say to me umm well not to
me but would say to dad—Howard do you have anything for the boys to do? (chuckles) you
know and umm just hoping he would say no you know but sometimes he would say yes they can
help me at the mill today or they can help me at the farm so we always had something we had to
do so when we weren’t doing that we were out trying to make some money to buy the clothing
that we wanted and when I say out looking for jobs umm we were walking down to north laurel
about three miles from home we walked down there and you know people talk about how hot it
is we never thought about how hot it was we walked down there and when we got there we were
looking for yard work that we could pull grass out of the flower beds or yards that we could cut
so we were always busy so when we did get an extra dollar or two from those types of jobs we
were quick to go downtown to JC Penny’s and other stores and put things in layaway so umm
that that’s how I my first few years and then our years were very structured our families were
very conservative we had aunties and uncles and teachers everybody looking out for you
Five minutes elapsed.
Making sure that you walked a straight and narrow laughs and if you were not out there walking
straight and narrow they would not tell dad your mother they were quick to grab you themselves
and paddle you and teachers the principals the aunties and uncles, so that was the type of life that
I that I had my first say 13 years now after that umm I umm was able to get a job in the evening
after school working in a clothing store umm we could not work on the floor as a salesperson but
at this clothing store I was able to be the you know the boy to clean up and price out clothes and
deliver packages so that was pretty much what I did
CW- What store was that?
EK- it was Hampton Greys men’s store. It was a very exclusive men’s store they sold very
expensive suits and shoes and umm and it was a good environment I enjoyed it as I said before I
had to more or less work in the back though pricing out clothes and cleaning up after the store
was about to close or deliver packages to throughout laurel to the people who you know had
bought you know things from the store so that was pretty much what I did umm for years from
about 1962, 3, 4 5 so from bout 1962 thru 65 umm so that’s pretty much how I lived those years
umm working at the men’s store playing football after umm some days after school and umm
that’s pretty much how those years were spent.
CW- Umm how was it growing up with nine other siblings?
EK- oh it was it was good of course you know to have sisters and bros but you know mom
working and dad out working we had to pretty much take care of ourselves you know usually the
older ones pretty much took on the role of mother you know and kind of kept things in hand but
there were times that we had our little squabbles but for the most part we did pretty well together
now umm in terms of food we always had enough to eat but we didn’t have the things we wanted
to eat umm it was not everyday that you could have meat on the table but there was always
greens and cornbread umm and a lot on the table to eat so you did not go around umm being
hungry but you certainly could not expect to see apples and banana and all of that sort of stuff on
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the table we only got things like that during Christmas, only during Christmas did you get things
like that but you know in looking back on those years I now realize just how blessed I was in that
I could not get all of the tasty food that so called tasty food that people eat today and of course
most of the tasty food are not nutritional food. We got the food that were nutritional all the wild
berries you’d name it the plums the blueberries the blackberries all the diff wild berries and fruits
we were able to get them we ate them on a daily basis and that’s why we have to believe that our
being healthy today had a lot to do with the fact that we could not eat meat everyday we could
not eat a lot of the things that we would have love to have eaten but were able to get those things
that did make us healthy.
CW- Umm can you tell me a lil bit about your parents
Ten minutes elapsed.
EK- My parents were loving parents disciplinarians umm you knew that you had to walk the
straight and narrow and it was always yes sir and no sir and be obedient to whatever their wishes
were and if you did not the if you were not obedient then of course you were forced to go out and
get switches and you didn’t come in the house with a small switch you came in the house with
some switches that you knew were going to be broken on your back so you had to pay the price
for not being obedient so you did not have to get those types of whippings everyday and I know
in some families I hear they umm mother saying I’m going to tell your father when he comes
home—my mother she was quick to grab you when you and when she turned you loose you
didn’t do that again that’s the type of mother I had and she was the type of mother that was going
go force you to go to church on Sunday whether you wanted to go to church on Sunday or not so
it was not a Sunday where you did not go to church. She loved the Lord and so she made sure we
at least got the word in us so we were forced to do that. Umm my dad during the 1st years of my
life he was not church goer on Sundays he would be the only one left at the house but as the
years rolled on dad got deep into church and he really he really showed the love for the Lord and
really started serving him so that was the type of family I had I had a family a mother and a
father who was very busy trying to make ends meet, but a mother and a father who was there to
show that they loved us provided the food and nourishment for us the umm the insight on what
we needed to have in our life in order to survive in a in a system in the Jim Crow system and
umm we were just given the things that we really needed to make it in that world umm we as I
said we did not have the income dad did not have a nice car or anything like that we had the old
truck that dad used to umm run the mill umm hog logs to the mill to saw into lumber we he had
that and that was our only means of transportation so we weren’t umm goings like to the grocery
store in the truck then we had to pretty much walk to wherever we went so we did not have that
stuff we didn’t have that kind of income. But we had a family that we knew loved us and umm
our aunties and uncles their situation was pretty much like ours but most of them worked public
jobs so their income was tiny bit better than ours but they were as I said before they were there
also to keep up in check and to make sure that we walked a straight and narrow so looking back
on all of that now I just thank the Lord that we had those people in our lives, and I thank the
Lord, you hear people saying today about teachers whipping kids and mothers and fathers
whipping kids but I say thank you Lord that you had a teacher who loved me who made sure that
I was umm doing the necessary things that she could teach me the problem that we have today is
there most kids umm not disciplined so teachers spend so much time just trying to discipline
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them in order to teach them but that was not a problem then you knew that if you were in a
teachers room you had to behave yourself ‘cause if you didn’t she was going to whip you and
probably send you to the principal office and when she did he whipped you too so I say today
thank God for that environment because it helped me to understand the importance of respect the
importance of being disciplined the importance of getting the knowledge that was necessary in
order to survive in this world.
CW- You talked about grandmamma and granddaddy preparing y’all on how to live in a
Jim Crow world, how did they do that?
Fifteen minutes elapsed.
EK- Umm there were times when they would bring up situations that had occurred where a white
person umm wearing the you know Ku Klux Klan robe would take a black you know and umm
either kill them or whip them or something like that or burn a cross or something like that so they
made us aware of the fact that we had to be very careful and we had to not do the things that we
knew umm we knew that we could not stand up to whites you know during that time period the
whites would say you went to the store and you bought something a white person would take
your money and the change they wouldn’t put it back—they wouldn’t give it to you in your hand
they would put it on the counter because you weren’t really considered nobody nothing and umm
and you could never make eye contact with them even though you’re buying their service you
could not make eye contact, because again you were not on their level. They made us aware of
that you had to follow that system if you wanted to survive you know and those were the types of
things that they taught us that we had to do in order to not be injured or killed by the KKK and
the segregationists during that time though I was active well let me just go back during the years
as I was saying as I was to umm to down to north laurel to find yards that I could work I could
you know cut grass there was times when whites teenagers they would drive past me in a car and
you know and if there was a car with 2 or 3 in a car they would act like they were going to jump
on me so they would pass me by and they would stop the car and they would back the car up but
I would not show fear so after they did a few things you know umm they would they would just
leave me alone and leave so I never really had any problems, real serious problems, in terms of
having anybody jump on me at that time now moving forward umm when I was working in the
store and that was back in 1962 and 75 I was involved in the NAACP I was a member of the
NAACP I have always been really concerned about blacks having their freedom to be able to
enjoy the blessings that God has given us all on this earth, so I was very active in trying to make
a difference in our community so I joined up with DR Murphy and other members, leaders of the
NAACP and umm some Sunday evening they caught me at those meetings trying to find out how
I could participate and make life better now there was one occasion though that I had gone into a
Kresky during that time I would just go in alone…
CW- What’s Kresky?
EK- Umm Kress’ Kress, the store…
CW- Oh, okay Kress
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EK- I would go in that store and I would just go up to the counter all by myself you know I
didn’t want to make a big scene of it so I would just go up to the counter and order food and after
I had done that several times though the manager of that store put a guy on me, so I walked in
there one day and he, he attacked me umm so that was the only time that I had any real problems
and he tried to you know he had put on brass knuckles and he was going to beat me up, but I was
able to escape the beating so after that I I went, I knew I could not go to the local police because
during that time the local police they were not the people that we could go to for support or for
protection so—
Twenty minutes elapsed.
I at that time I went up and met with the FBI and I felt the FBI would protect me, watch my back
if I decided to go and I went up and talked with them and they said that they would be there. But,
as I said from that point forward I didn’t’ have any problems shortly thereafter I went into the
military.
CW- umm what made you want to go into the military?
EK- umm I wanted to further my education and umm I didn’t my bro Howard he was trying his
very best to go to college and stay in college and the only way that he could do it, because mom
and dad did not have the income to send him to college, he knew the only way that he could stay
in there was to be in to get a job at the college. He was going to Alcorn A and M college and he
knew the only way that he could stay there would be to stay and work at that college and pay his
way by working at the college and that’s how he was able to make it though I wanted to go to
college. I did not really want to do it that way, and I knew that if I had gone into the military that
umm the military would pay my way through college, so that was the reason I decided to go into
the military. And two, I knew that there were not jobs out there for me umm high school
graduate black in a racist system I knew that the only thing that I would ever be able to do in
Laurel, Mississippi would be to work as a gas station worker umm work on a farm and that
would be the most that I would ever be able to do and I did not want that for my life I wanted to
better myself and I sad to say during that same time period the south lost (unknown word) people
to the north and the far umm far west and they left not because of their desire for the big lights
but that those were the only places that they could go and get jobs so umm I went I left in 1965 it
was 3 days after umm finishing high school I joined the military and umm I stayed in the military
force for 3 years and umm I did not return to the south because in 1968 may of 1968 umm I my
car had left there I was in Vietnam at the time that I umm were released from the military I umm
was in Vietnam so my car, I had left it over in NYC in a garage and when I came back to the
states I went to NYC and got my car and because I was a warm climate person and I knew I
could not go back to the south, because there was no employment for me, I knew that there was
my plan to go to Cali I knew I would be able to find work out there and I would be in a warm
environ unfortunately I stopped off in Detroit, mi to visit with my sis Jerlean and she encouraged
me to stay there and go to college and umm that I did and so that’s where I ended up living but
umm I as I said before I have not lived in the south umm since that time of course I go back often
every 3 4 5 months I’m back in the south and today umm we are looking at a new south and I
just thank God that it’s a south that I can appreciate and enjoy living there again this time it’s a
south that can accept me as a first class human just like everybody else.
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CW- umm how long after you joined the military did they send you to Vietnam?
Twenty-five minutes elapsed.
EK- Umm I was in the military for 20 let me see 26 months before I went to Vietnam umm I
only had well I only had 10.5 months left I had 10.5 months left when I went to Vietnam and I
went there and got out in may of 1968.
CW- umm how would you describe the Hoy community?
EK- well when if I compared it to laurel id say it’s just like night and day—laurel was a fast
place umm people umm not respecting each other quick to jump on each other umm kind of fast
when I even when I compare it to other communities around Mt olive community a community
called so I would say that it and when you compare it to those places I would say that it’s a very
quiet place it’s a place made up mainly of relatives umm it’s a place where you don’t hear a lot
of profanity and people disrespecting one another it’s a it’s a place that people most people in the
community have a relationship with God so that’s and when I was coming up because it was that
type of community and because I wanted to get out there and umm rock and roll with everybody
else we had to leave the community, we’d have to go to other communities, so I would say that
our community was a quiet peaceful godly community I think we can say that pretty much in a
nutshell very small not very many people and as I said before main made up mainly of relatives
economically it was it was not middle probably lower middle
CW- You talk about the position that the church and Christianity played in the home what
was it’s position within the community because I think of sunlight and the staple it has in
my mind but was it always like that growing up?
EK- Yes. It was very much like that too, for us, to us the church was the, the main was the main
institution in that community you know when you went to church for Easter it had a real
meaning it had a real true meaning Easter had a real meaning to us Christmas when they sung
Christmas songs and when they umm sung the silent nights it had real true meaning to it and
umm you know you never hear people talking about sin today but there during that time period
we were told that if we did not do that that we would be sinning against God and that we would
go to Hell and that—and so the church played a very vital role in our lived and during that time
period our uncles and aunties were all in church and it just had real true meaning in our lives and
we, we just didn’t do anything outside of going to church and that was pretty much all that we
did in that community you know we did not have the juke joint not a single one and no one
would have thought about trying to put a juke joint in the community it was just a godly
community of people who went to church.
Thirty minutes elapsed.
And we had a little store down on the hill from the church called Sally Lowe grocery and that
was pretty much it and you’d go there during Christmas during that kind of year people used to
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shoot fire crackers during Christmas we’d go down to the store and shoot fire crackers but that
was bout the most you did umm that was not churchy (laughs) yea—
CW- umm what was what’s the role that education played in your life and was it
emphasized by grandmamma and granddaddy?
EK- Yes, I think that education was definitely emphasized it was definitely emphasized by
momma. And I would say that it umm it was the it was a normal of the community that you get a
good education no matter what you do you make sure you get a good education that was the
norm of our community it was emphasized by mom and it was certainly emphasized by my
granddaddy Calvin Page, my mother’s daddy umm he always emphasized education and he
always told me Jean you are going to be a lawyer and it’s important that we make those types of
statements umm in front of our kids because it stimulates them it motivates them to try harder in
order to achieve those types of things so it was my granddaddy that was saying Jean you’re
going to be a lawyer and for a number of years it was my plan to be just that but working in law
enforcement—I worked in law enforcement for 27 years and umm after working I got a degree in
political science and it was my plan to then get a degree and become a lawyer but I decided that
really wasn’t what I wanted to do but yes, we had people like mom and dad my granddaddy and
aunties and uncles umm all pushing my uncles pushing their sons and daughters through school
it was so important and they made sure that that daughters got educated even before the son
because they knew that that daughters needed to have something that she could stand on so they
made sure that that daughters got education so it was something that was really important then
and it’s of course far its more important now because I realize that— I did not know scripture
then that says we perish for lack of it but I know now that we do perish for lack of knowledge
and let me say also, I’m getting off the sub of education and going back to umm aunties and
uncles living there together I did not realize during that time the importance of us looking out for
each other it was an environment of unity and we did not really understand that at that time
where we were looking out for each other and if there was something my auntie needed my dad
he was over there to do it you know and it was no charge for doing it or if say we killed a hog we
would not be selfish to take the meat and eat it all ourselves at that time we would pass fresh
meat around to everybody in that community that was pretty much the way that we did things to
that was the form or unity again I did not realize during that time what scripture was saying umm
but the scripture makes it very clear that we be on one accord that we pull each other—that we
all grab the rope together and that we pull together and so I did not understand but during that
time period we had unity family’s looking out for each other and each other’s kids, and that is so
crucial! So crucial something that we don’t have today looking out for each other’s kids and
other things making sure that the kids get educated
CW- Umm what schools did you go what like elementary middle schools high schools did
you go to in Laurel?
EK- I started out umm at friendship school in the hoy community
Thirty-five minutes elapsed
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At that in that first year of schooling there friendship went all the way up to the 12th grade and
we had a good basketball team and we had a school that we really loved and enjoyed umm but
umm that school was taken away from us it started by taking away the high school part of the
school and left it as an elementary for probably 4 years so I started out at friendship umm and
went to friendship until about my the 5th grade and umm and then I they friendship was
completely closed at that point and I was transferred over to another community called Mt. Olive
another black school umm and I went from the umm 5th grade through the 8th grade at Mt. Olive
and umm after graduating at Mt. Olive I then was transferred to umm Roosevelt that’s a county
school it goes all the way up to the 12th grade so I went to Roosevelt in Ellisville, MS went there
for 4 years and I graduated in 19 in June of 1965 and as I stated earlier three days later I went
into the military and let me say also umm when umm we were taken away from our community
it would have been the right thing for them to allow us to go to shady grove high school that was
a high school which was umm no more than three quarters of a mile from the house that would
have been the right thing to do, but because of segregation we were not allowed to go to that
school and we were bussed from our community to hoy community we were bussed from there
umm to Mt Olive and umm we umm in going to Mt Olive and then on to Ellisville we traveled
some 50 plus miles every single day umm making our rounds in the community picking up
people and people outside of our community picking up people and then taking the elementary
kids to Mt Olive and dropping them off picking up high school students and Mt Olive and then
going on to Ellisville so we traveled 50 plus miles every single day when we could have gone
less than a mile to shady grove but because of segregation we were not allowed to do so
CW- What were your experiences in the segregation school syst? Like did you ever have
any did you ever feel like you didn’t get the education that you could have or looking back
on it do you I don’t know?
EK- Well umm well one thing that we can say is that they were and when we say they, the
[people running the school system umm we would say that one thing that they did they provided
us new schools but the schools were lacking programs so we had we had a beautiful façade but
the schools did not have the programs and umm and most cases even the books that we used
some of the book, not all of the books, some of the books that we used were used books that
came from umm white schools so umm that speaks loudly to the emptiness of our programs
during that time period.
Forty minutes elapsed.
CW- Umm when I think about laurel and going to like grandma and granddaddy house I
always think about the land and how like I can talk to people about how like you know I
just speak about land in a way that’s foreign to most people and they don’t understand A
that black people in rural Mississippi have acquired so much land and that we have kept it
umm what has meant what was the import of land to the family and then what does land
mean to you?
EK- Well I have to say land to me is very important and I I’ve heard this saying that that’s one
thing that God is not making more of and that’s land, so you never want to sale your land you
want to always keep your land and treasure it, value it, and pay the taxes (chuckles) you should
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hold on to it. Well land has always been very important in our family it we—we started out after
the Keys’ were came over from the Carolinas we ended up in Smith county Mississippi umm and
umm the Keys’ they became well established in smith county and that was one of the things that
they went after it was their desire to own land and umm Bill Keys, Bill Keys was my
granddaddy’s brother at that time he had had bought 500 acres of land and he was still about
buying more land and the white whites had a problem with him having that much land they said
to him don’t you buy anymore land if you do we going to kill you but he did not take that
statement at value to umm he bought more land and when he did he was lynched and that and
our family of the Keys’ my granddad Travis and his family my dad and all the sis and brothers
and there were other Travis also had other bros and to come down we all then left smith county
and came down to jones county where we are today and umm we started buying land all over
again we didn’t get 500 acres but as you can see we have a pretty decent spread of land out there
now umm Travis keys side of the family bought X number of acres, I think about 60 acres and
George keys bought at least 60 acres so when you look at this plot it’s bout 120 acres that the
Keys’ bought and so land has always been important to us and umm in 1976 umm and I give my
sister Vera Mae Keys the credit cause she stepped out on faith and acquired more land she
acquired umm 73.4 acres of land in in this in this same community the hoy community and my
mom (laughs) same thing she bought land from cousins um let me see she probably had bought
umm let’s see 3, 6, she probably bought about 10 additional acres of land so land has been very
important in our community umm and land is important to lots of people out in the rural area,
they know that land is important especially if you’re going to buy umm build a home, most
people don’t build a lot of houses that they can go out there in the market and buy when they
think about getting into a home they think about buying an acre of land and putting a house on it
so I think that land is very important to most people that live out in the country
Forty-five minutes elapsed.
CW- Umm well, as I’m concluding this first interview, why do you find it necessary to
return to the south so often?
EK- I have a real love for the south. I think I think most of the whites don’t have hate for us I
you know there are there are the KKK there are some other negative people but I think for the
most part whites have umm love just like most of us have love and I just have always loved the
south, I think of the south is still a very peaceful place to live umm people still like still look out
for each other you know I just like the fact that you can just simply be driving down the road
where there’s a white person and a black person passing you in a car they’re quick to lift their
hand and wave at you and talk to you and I just like that where as in the bigger places people you
are just a number you are a number and umm I just like the south because people are much closer
to each other. I know when my mom was ill, the time at the hospital people treated us, and her so
well and I just like that type of love that that is shown in the south you know.
CW- Why do you find it necessary to bring your kids and your wife back to laurel?
Because ill speak to my friends or people in acquaintance and ill be like yea you know for
thanksgiving we always get together or you know for certain holidays or if we’re just down
there people can’t fathom one, that A our family is so big but then again they’re like why
do you go why is it important to know where you came from.
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EK- Well you know everything starts with the family God said bring up a child in the way in
which it must grow— you must train it, train up a child in the way in which it must go and it will
not depart from the umm—and I feel we have to go back to our roots, and our roots are in the
south and I feel that we need to gather in that community and work real hard to get better
education show love we need to umm let them understand the importance of coming together,
because I’m a lover of the word of God and God makes it very clear to us that we have to be on
one accord and the flip side of being on one accord is to be divided it’s a house divided against
itself can not stand, brought to desolation and that’s what I have experienced in the big city just a
lot of impersonal personalization there and people there no one knows anybody and it’s just not a
good situation I like to be in a place where there is less crime people having a greater love for
one another something that I feel that I can do I can better wrap my arms around helping to
create that unity help to better educate help to start providing those diff types of services and
what I wanted to do is get there and provide the type of umm economics that people need to have
in all to make it and do well in this world we look at the economy and we feel that things are bad
and that things aren’t going to ever get back to where things were, but one thing that I know for
sure is that God’s economy is never broken we just need to get back to where we need to be with
him and I think that I can go back and I can impact that situation
CW- Well I think that’s all the questions I have, but is there anything that you would like
to add?
EK- Well I just want to thank you for allowing me to share those feelings and hopefully this
information will help in ways to get people to understand we can really make a difference if we
get out there and draw nearer to God and draw nearer to each other.
CW- Well thank you, I guess this concludes interview one.
EK- Well, alright.
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3.0 Keys’ Family Tree

Figure 3.0 displays the Keys’ family tree, showing that my great-grandfather, Travis Keys’ birth
order.
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Figure 3.1 This figure shows my grandfather, Howard Keys and his siblings, in their family tree.
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Howard Keys (Travis, George, Willis) was born April 15, 1915 in Laurel, Ms. He married
Idell Page.
Children of Howard Keys and Idell Page are:
i.
Jerlean Keys Williams, born January 27, 1943 in Laurel, MS.
ii.
Howard Keys Jr. born May 7, 1943 in Laurel, MS.
iii.
Jerry Keys, born November 30, 1944 in Laurel, MS.
iv.
Eugene Keys, born June 9, 1946 in Laurel, MS.
v.
Edna Keys, born February 19, 1951 in Laurel, MS.
vi.
Vera Keys, born February 19, 1951 in Laurel, MS.
vii.
Jimmie Dale Keys, born August 17, 1952 in Laurel, MS.
viii. Estella Keys Holmes, born August 3, 1954 in Laurel, MS.
ix.
Vina Keys Wright, born February 17, 1951 in Laurel, MS.
x.
James Howard Keys, born July 16, 1957 in Laurel, MS.
Figure 3.2 This figure demonstrates all of the descendants of Howard and Idell Keys.
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